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This qualitative retrospective study examined lived experiences of African American 
males and females whom witnessed male to female intimate partner violence (IPV) as 
low-income youth.  Race, class, experience of witnessing IPV, and impact on self-
identity and development were explored to gain a more in-depth understanding of the 
collective meaning of these variables to participants.  Few studies in the field of couple 
and family therapy have focused on IPV, particularly in African Americans (Avis, 1992; 
Bograd, 1999; McDowell & Jeris, 2004).  Thus this study endeavored to contribute to the 
family therapy literature on IPV and African Americans.  Ten African American adult 
males and females from low-income backgrounds were sampled using semi-structured 
interviews.  Developmental-ecological theory was the theoretical framework for this 
study and data analysis was conducted utilizing a retrospective integrative 
phenomenological approach (Giorgi, 1997; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990).  
Findings revealed the following: loss of safety; feelings of helplessness though some 
participants tried to protect their mothers/caregivers despite the danger; growing up 
quickly and loss of childhood; independence; and issues in adolescence (violence in 
dating relationships, emotional distress and risky behaviors).  Further, participants 
reported that it was very difficult to be a low-income youth due to their exposure to 
violence, poverty, and other dangerous situations within the community.  Consequently, 
there was a large impact on participants’ self-identity and development.  Participants saw 
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themselves as products of their environment, specifically since they not only had to deal 
with the structural inequities of being low-income but also African American.  
Remarkably, participants attributed their resiliency and tenacity to negative experiences 







CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
The term intimate partner violence (IPV) generally refers to acts of violence that 
occur between individuals whom have a current or former marital, dating, or cohabitating 
relationship (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). Each year about 5.3 million adult women in the 
United States are victims of IPV (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2003). 
Female to male IPV exists but male to female IPV is more prevalent. According to the 
U.S. Department of Justice between 1998-2002, 84% of spouse abuse victims was female 
and 86% of dating partner abuse victims was female (U.S. Department of Justice, 2005).  
Another significant factor in focusing on male to female IPV is that according to 
research, fathers’ or male role models’ handling of conflict has a higher negative impact 
on child and adolescent functioning (Buehler et al., 1997; Kempton, McCombs, & 
Forehand, 1989; Fincham, Harold, Osborne, & Conger, 1997). 
The annual prevalence rate of child and adolescent exposure to IPV ranges from 
10 to 18 million (McDonald, Jouriles, Remisitty-Mikler, Caetano & Green, 2006; Silvern, 
Karyl, Waelde, & Hodges, 1995; Straus, 1992). Witnessing IPV in the home is one of the 
most common and severe adverse events during childhood and adolescence (Margolin & 
Gordis, 2000). Children and adolescents exposed to IPV tend to display more anxiety, 
depression, anger, temperament problems and lower self-esteem than children who are 
not exposed to violence in the home (Edleson, 1999). Empirical evidence has suggested 
that growing up in a household with IPV can profoundly affect young people’s 
developmental progress (Martin, 2002; McIntosh, 2002). In addition, IPV has a 
cumulative effect in adulthood, which could contribute to the cycle of violence 
(Cunningham & Baker, 2004; Levendosky & Graham-Bermann, 1998).  
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Adolescent Identity and Development 
Adolescence is the developmental bridge between childhood and adult life 
(Siegler, 2004). Focusing on adolescent self-identity and development is important 
because during adolescence self-identity is developed and solidified (Erikson, 1968). 
Identity is a self-definition comprised of goals, values, and beliefs to which a person is 
committed and provides a sense of continuity over time (Shorter-Gooden, & Washington, 
1996). Based on experiences, people identify and associate themselves with something 
different, forming a self-identity. Initially, people are born without an awareness of 
themselves as a separate individual. Over time, an individual develops a more complex 
sense of self, identifying not only with the here and now but also with who and what that 
individual wants to be in the future (Waterman, 1982). According to Erikson (1968), 
identity reflects a variety of chosen commitments and is integrally tied to one’s ascribed 
characteristics, like race (Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996). People identify and 
create an identity based on factors such as gender, sexual orientation, nationality, 
religion, family, career, beliefs and values (Waterman, 1982).  
Adolescent development is important because parents/caregivers of adolescents 
greatly influence adolescent development during this stage (Winstok & Eisikovits, 2003). 
Development is defined as the process through which adolescents acquire the cognitive, 
social, and emotional skills and abilities to navigate life (West-Stevens, 1994). Self-
development refers to activities that improve self-knowledge and identity to enhance 
quality of life, and contribute to the dreams and aspirations of an individual (Mosher, 
1971). Self-development can include activities such as defining priority, defining moral, 
defining a way of life, defining ethics, and becoming the person one hopes to be. When 
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IPV or any other form of stress is present in an adolescent’s life, optimal identity and 
development could be hindered. 
Adolescents are at risk when it comes to stress related problems because they 
have not yet developed fully mature cognitive, coping, and problem-solving skills needed 
to adapt to stressful life events (DuRant, Getts, Cadenhead, Emans, & Woods, 1995). 
When IPV or any form of maltreatment is present in the family, the effects on youth 
could include risk of dating abusive partners, initiating violent conflict, and engaging in 
high-risk, impulsive behaviors such as unprotected sex, adolescent prostitution, drug and 
alcohol use, running away, and delinquency (Pelcovitz & Kaplan, 1994; Strauss, 1990).  
Young people who witness IPV also have continuous feelings of shame, rage, 
fear, and anxiety (O’Keefe, & Lebovics, 2007). The health burdens of witnessing IPV 
may act as an obstacle to development and may continue to affect young people as they 
age (Pournaghash-Tehrani & Feizabadi, 2009). For example, children of battered women 
are more likely to have emotional, behavioral, and learning problems, along with an 
increased likelihood of suffering from other forms of abuse (physical, emotional, and 
sexual), than other children (Heise, Ellsberg & Gottemoeller, 1999). Furthermore, around 
the world, children of battered women are more likely to be malnourished and have 
health problems (Heise, Ellsberg, & Gottemoeller, 1999). 
Examining how witnessing IPV affects adolescent self-identity is important 
because adolescence is a critical period for identity formation and development, which 
could heighten children’s vulnerability to the disruptive effects of witnessing IPV. In 
young people, IPV negatively affects self-esteem, a key aspect of self-identity related to 
an individual’s positive or negative self-evaluation (Chiung-Tao Shen, 2009). Erikson 
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(1968) viewed adolescence as a time of life that promotes a sense of personal identity. 
Developing personal identity is a difficult and complex task for any adolescent, but it 
may be particularly difficult for those who witness IPV (Edleson, 1999).  
Erikson (1968) regarded the adolescent stage of identity development as “identity 
versus role confusion,” in which adolescents begin with an unclear sense of identity, 
experience a “crisis,” and eventually achieve a clear sense of their identity. According to 
Erikson’s theory, this process reconciles the identities imposed upon individuals by their 
families and society. Thus, individuals need to assert control and to seek out an identity 
that brings them satisfaction and feelings of competence (Erikson, 1968). Forming a 
healthy, developed identity through the process of exploration and commitment is 
essential to the mental health of an individual (Erikson, 1968). Few empirical studies on 
adolescents and witnessing IPV have focused on how witnessing IPV affects adolescent 
self-identity and development, specifically among low-income African Americans.  
According to Hines (2011), low-income African American youth are at great risk 
due to the tripled effects of racism, poverty, and the general vulnerabilities of 
adolescence.  Low-income African American adolescents have the task of developing 
self-worth and self-efficacy in the face of persistent racism and inadequate resources.  For 
low-income African American youth, adolescence is fraught with difficult decisions that 
could have lifelong consequences.  The neighborhoods where they reside are likely to be 
crime infested and thus they may be pulled toward illegal activities.  Personal educational 
challenges, school violence, bullying, and/or pregnancy may lead to dropping out of 
school.  Importantly, low-income African American youth may see limited options for 
their future, especially in light of the dire statistics on unemployment, mass incarceration, 
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AIDS, and homicides for African American adolescents and adults.  Moreover, low-
income African American youth may bury their feelings, numbing themselves to the pain 
of devaluation and rejection that may, in turn, surface as depression, anxiety, rage, 
substance abuse, and hopelessness.     
Socio-Cultural Context of IPV in African Americans and Adolescent Witnesses 
The experience and structure of adolescent development are heavily influenced by 
class, race, and gender (Shorter-Gooden & Washington, 1996). When referring to African 
American adolescent identity and development, additional factors such as race and class 
must be taken into account. This study focused on African American Blacks and not 
Blacks from other countries.  The term African American is used instead of Black; 
however it is known that there are individuals who self-identify as African American 
and/or Black and may use the terms interchangeably.  
African Americans experience the highest unemployment rate, more likely to live 
in poverty, less likely to marry, more likely to live in a single parent household, and more 
likely to be perceived as untreatable by mental health providers (Hines, 2011). 
Approximately 28% of African Americans compared with 8% of European Americans 
are impoverished (Asbury, 1993).  Income is a salient issue for women and children of 
color as poor neighborhoods can vary in resources made available to families under stress 
(McAdoo, 1995). African Americans have to deal with persistent racism and 
discrimination and have to deal with the disappointment and hurt that comes along with 
those experiences as well as dealing with not having adequate resources (Hines, 2011).  
Structural inequalities and other stressors such as economic, educational, and 
racial discrimination, along with availability of health and social services, are frequently 
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related to family violence in African Americans (Pagelow, 1984; Parker & Toth, 1990; 
Tilden, 1989). IPV among low-income African American couples happens more 
frequently when there is male underemployment or unemployment, and they reside in a 
low-income neighborhood (Benson & Fox, 2004; Benson, Wooldredge, Thistlethwaite, & 
Fox, 2004; Hampton & Gelles, 1994; Jenkins, Block, & Campbell, 2004). African 
American women experience IPV 35% more than White women and about 2.5 times the 
rate of women of other races (Rand & Rennison, 2004). This could be due to the fact that 
African American women who reside in violent communities tend to be socially isolated 
as a result of their impoverishment and the social stigma associated with being Black and 
poor (Hampton, Oliver, & Magarian, 2003).    It is important to note that class does not 
eliminate racial differences. Non-Hispanic Whites typically are more well off than 
African Americans even if they have a high school diploma or college degree (Hines, 
2011). 
Based on the socio-cultural context of African Americans mentioned above, 
African American adolescents are exposed to higher rates of IPV and community 
violence than any other population (Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, & Hamby, 2005; 
Kennedy, 2008; Lynch & Cichetti, 1999; Muller, Goebel-Fabbri, Diamond, & Dinklage; 
Stein, Jaycox, Kataoaka, Rhodes, & Bestal, 2003; Voisin, 2007). Compared to their 
White middle-class suburban peers, poor African American adolescents living in urban 
settings are at greater risk for developing mental health problems and are less likely to 
receive services (Gonzalez, 2005). Class is essential because detrimental neighborhood 
resources (lack of access to mental and health care, and lack of basic necessities such as 
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food, clothing, shelter, etc.) and exposure to violence and crime also affect adolescents’ 
identity and development.  
Adolescents who live in poor or low-income urban families typically are exposed 
to high levels of IPV because often they live in neighborhoods that have community 
violence (Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998). Community violence is linked to an increase in the 
negative effects of witnessing IPV (Kennedy, 2008). Structural characteristics such as 
exosystem factors can cause extreme stress in families, sometimes resulting in 
relationships that may be characterized by high rates of conflict, battles over gender roles 
and the balance of power, and physical violence (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Hampton et al. 
2003; Sokoloff and Dupont, 2005).  
In the context of self-identity and development in African American youth, the 
experience of being African American is a significant factor in the construction of self 
(Banks, 1992) and is related to psychological well-being (Phinney, 1989). In a White-
dominated society, Banks (1992) stated, “It is likely that racial identity is self-identity” 
(p. 20). Identity formation is “crucial for ethnic minority youth who face many 
disparagements of self-esteem from the external world” (Bagley, 1993, p. 72). Young 
African Americans have to endure typical adolescent developmental tasks but must do so 
in the context of a society that devalues people of their race (Reid, 1988).  African 
American adolescents also have to deal with other forms of oppression. African 
American adolescents may have to display a particular image in order to hide the 
emotions of disappointment, hopelessness, and helplessness from their economic, racial, 
and gender oppression (Hines, 2011). Other risks to adolescent development include 
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experiences with residential segregation, high rates of community violence, and lack of 
access to high-quality schools and employment opportunities (Johnson et al. 2004).  
Typically, low self-esteem, self-hatred, and a negative racial identity have been 
attributed to African American adolescents (Clark & Clark, 1940; Powell-Hopson & 
Hopson, 1988). In addition, discrimination experienced by these adolescents may have 
damaging effects on their psychological adjustment and identity. If an African American 
adolescent is exposed to an environment that is unsupportive, oppressive, or hostile and 
validation/affirmation is not present, then a negative sense of self is likely to emerge 
(Baldwin, 1984). Through racism and discrimination, African American youth are 
subjected to derogatory views and negative self-images that are projected not only by the 
media, but also by teachers, mental health professionals, and society as a whole 
(Robinson, 1995). Most youth of color are “bombarded with messages that defile and 
devalue anything that is dark and/or associated with Negroid features” (Hardy & 
Laszloffy, 2005 p.48). 
 Racism that continues to disadvantage African Americans while advantaging 
Whites feeds the rage and frustration that is experienced by these individuals and their 
families which leads to self and other destruction and violence in families and 
communities (Alexander, 2010).  Low-income African American adolescents may also 
suffer profound disruptions (community, family, and school violence, poverty, 
unemployment, etc.) to their community as well as suffer from a deprivation of hope and 
vision regarding their futures (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005).  Given the socio-cultural 
context of low-income African American adolescents, witnessing IPV could heighten 
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negative effects on their self-identity and development (e.g., delinquency, negative self-
concept, low-self-esteem, violence in romantic relationships, etc.).  
A thorough review of the literature demonstrated that no studies have documented 
how race and class amplify the negative effects of witnessing IPV on adolescent self-
identity and development. Several studies have suggested that the relationship between 
witnessing IPV and the effects on identity and development needs to be examined in 
greater depth and over time (Osofsky, 1995). Most studies of adolescents who witness 
IPV have been quantitative and have used samples that are predominantly White and 
middle class. A few studies used predominantly African American samples, but they 
focused on varied forms of violence (family, school, and community) and not specifically 
witnessing IPV.  
Research Question 
The purpose of this retrospective qualitative study was to understand the 
experiences of low-income African Americans whom witnessed male to female IPV in 
their youth and its impact on their self-identity and development. This study considered 
the following question: “How do African American young adults who witnessed IPV as 
low-income youth experience the impact of witnessing male to female IPV on their 
adolescent self-identity and development?” The term “youth” included any young adult 
that witnessed male to female IPV during their childhood years up through their 
adolescent years. Retrospective reports on the effects of witnessing IPV as an African 
American low-income youth could aid in understanding developmental and identity 
issues and might be an important step toward outlining effective prevention programs and 
family therapy interventions. These interventions could aid in early detection of IPV and 
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the negative effects of witnessing it in children and adolescents, which could prevent 
problems from becoming more entrenched in adulthood (Voisin, 2007). 
The goals of this study were to:  
1.  Understand the experience of adolescent identity and development in African 
Americans whom witnessed male to female IPV as low-income youth 
(children and adolescents).  
2.  Provide couple and family therapists with a context for developing effective 
prevention programs and interventions for low-income African American 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
In the field of couple and family therapy (CFT), literature on the phenomenon of 
witnessing IPV in children and adolescents is scarce. Although mental health 
professionals have been aware of the negative impact of child abuse for many years, the 
effects of witnessing family violence only recently have been appreciated (Wilson, 
Cameron, Jaffe, & Wolfe, 1989). Since the 1980s, children witnessing IPV has been 
recognized as a potential etiologic factor for child psychopathology and associated 
problems (Hughes, 1988).  
Research in the area of children and adolescents witnessing IPV and the 
associated impact has been mostly quantitative and has used samples that are 
predominantly White and middle-class. Only a few studies have had predominantly 
African American samples; however, they focused on varied forms of violence (family, 
school, and community) and were not specific to witnessing IPV. There is also little 
research to address how race and class amplify the negative effects of witnessing IPV 
(e.g., internalizing and externalizing behaviors, cognitive functioning, social functioning, 
etc.).  Lastly, the literature has primarily focused on internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors but has not examined how witnessing IPV can affect child and adolescent 
identity and development.  
This chapter is comprised of five sections.  The first section will focus on 
developmental-ecological theory as a framework for understanding youth exposure to 
family violence and its associated effects.  The second section will stress the importance 
of this study to the CFT field.  The third section, unintended victims, will explain the 
history of research on witnessing IPV in children and adolescents.  The fourth section, 
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theoretical perspectives, will discuss social learning theory, ecological theory, and the 
literature that utilizes these models to study the effects of IPV on adolescent witnesses. 
Additionally, the fifth section will culminate in an assessment of the literature, 
underlining the gaps and limitations of the current literature. 
Theoretical Influence 
Developmental-ecological theory. This section discusses developmental–
ecological theory as a framework for examining witnessing of IPV and its effects on 
young people. Developmental–ecological theory was developed from Bronfrenbrenner’s 
ecological theory (1974, 1979, 1986, 1988, 1989) and focuses on risk and protective 
factors for development of mental health problems and issues of self-development based 
on nested contexts (e.g., family, neighborhood, peers) (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 
2000). Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggested that the family is one among many nested 
ecosystems in which an individual develops and interacts. The family is, perhaps, the 
most salient and influential in terms of adolescent development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).   
Unfortunately, no studies have used developmental–ecological theory as a 
framework to investigate how witnessing IPV affects adolescent self-identity and 
development. Developmental–ecological theory has been used primarily in research 
regarding delinquency in adolescents (Bowman, Prelow, & Weaver, 2006; Dekovic, 
Janssens, & Van As, 2003; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000; Griffin, Botvin, 
Scheir, & Diaz, 2000; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Zelli, & Huesmann, 1996; Snyder, Cramer, 
Afrank, & Patterson, 2005). Developmental-ecological theory (Brofenbrenner, 1979; 
Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000) combines the research methods and principles 
from ecological theory and developmental psychopathology theory (Mohr, Noonie-Lutz, 
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Fantuzzo, & Perry, 2000). Ecological theory is contextually based, and developmental 
theory is child/adolescent-based.  
Developmental–ecological theory could potentially help to advance research on 
the effects of family violence on children and adolescents (Mohr, Lutz, Fantuzzo, & 
Perry, 2000). The model emphasizes the developmental risks and opportunities in a 
variety of contexts in which risk hinders optimal development and opportunities thought 
to enhance it (e.g. positive role models, high family functioning, supportive relationships, 
etc.) (Brofenbrenner, 1979; Kennedy, 2008). Developmental risk literature indicates that 
the presence of multiple risk factors greatly increases children’s risk of maladjustment 
(Rutter, 1997). Children who experience maltreatment and other forms of violence or 
environmental risk factors are at much greater risk for developmental issues.  
Within developmental–ecological theory, the macrosocial approach examines 
societal influences, and the microsocial approach to violence examines the impact of the 
family on the child. The goals of developmental–ecological theory in the context of 
family violence are (a) to understand the particular adversity under study (e.g., witnessing 
IPV); (b) to understand the impact of adversity on the whole child, with consideration of 
the multidimensionality of child functioning; and (c) to reflect on the importance of the 
impact of adversity on child functioning over time (Mohr, Lutz, Fantuzzo, & Perry, 
2000). A central tenant of developmental–ecological theory is that individual 
development is influenced by ongoing aspects of the social systems in which a child lives 
(Brofenbrenner, 1979, 1988; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). For example, in 
addition to facing more general risks, experiencing violence across multiple interacting 
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systems, such as one’s community, family, and partner relationship, poses a great threat 
to adolescents’ healthy development (Kennedy, 2008). 
The violence that children and adolescents experience may be viewed at different 
levels. For example, child maltreatment may be experienced at the individual level; IPV 
at the family/microsystem level; and community violence at the exosystem level (Mohr, 
Lutz, Fantuzzo, & Perry, 2000). These forms of violence also are related to other 
contextual factors such as poverty, job and family instability, home instability, and 
parental stress (Mohr, Lutz, Fantuzzo, & Perry, 2000). The developmental–ecological 
theory of family violence refers to processes in the family such as parenting skills, family 
environment, family stressors, and family interactions (Little & Kaufman-Kantor, 2002).  
The next section discusses factors in developmental–ecological theory that 
influence development, specifically in adolescents, based on the delinquency literature. 
Family factors. Family factors refer to the processes in families, such as parenting 
skills, family environment, family stressors, and family interactions (Little & Kaufman 
Kantor, 2002). Family functioning is one of the strongest predictors of risk for delinquent 
and high-risk behaviors (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). A youth’s development 
is indirectly influenced by the impacts of the exosystem and macrosystem on the family 
(Madden-Derdich, Leonard, & Gunnel, 2002).  
In families, lack of parental monitoring and poor discipline methods has been 
related to participation in delinquent and high-risk behaviors (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & 
Henry, 2000). Family relationship characteristics also show the effects of adolescent risk 
on development (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). Research has suggested that 
low levels of emotional warmth and cohesion, lack of organizational structure, lack of 
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belief in the importance of family, and family violence are associated with delinquent 
behavior (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry 2000). Family functioning may be influenced 
by several factors, such as level of stress experienced by the family due to poverty, 
unemployment, and macrosocial factors like racism and classism (Little & Kaufman-
Kantor, 2002). Higher rates of IPV are associated with the stresses and strains of 
socioeconomic hardship (Little & Kaufman-Kantor, 2002). When there is IPV within the 
family and other similar stressors, lack of parental monitoring, poor discipline, and low 
levels of family cohesion may emerge. 
Neighborhood and community factors. It is essential to highlight that one’s 
community has important implications for risk and development (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, 
& Henry, 2000). Developmental–ecological theory suggests that the neighborhood 
environment is an important context for development (Brofenbrenner, 1979). The 
neighborhood is viewed as a transactional setting which influences individual behavior 
and development both directly and indirectly (Elliot, Wilson, Huizinga, Sampson, Elliott, 
& Rankin, 1996). The community is an emotional, psychological, and physical 
phenomenon (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005). High levels of neighborhood crime and family 
poverty can increase the risk of witnessing IPV (Little & Kaufman-Kantor, 2002).  
The characteristics of the community influence the family, as well as the risk and 
protection of child/adolescent development (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000).  
Adolescents depend on the “Community to derive a sense of identity, rootedness, and 
positive relations with others” (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005 p. 27). In addition to the 
structural characteristics of the community (e.g., poverty, unemployment, community 
violence, etc.), the social organization within the neighborhood is also critical. This 
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neighborhood social organization includes social support and cohesion, sense of 
belonging, and supervision and control of children/adolescents (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & 
Henry, 2000). Structural barriers in the community can have a negative impact on the 
social organization of the neighborhood and lead to increased risks to development 
among youth (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). Neighborhood and community 
factors are important to examine because they could have cumulative effects on self-
identity and development during adolescence and lead to increased exposure to IPV.  
In this study, the contextual factor of race was considered as a component of 
individual and environmental factors. This framework does not explicitly examine race as 
a factor that affects development.  Authors have suggested that race be included in the 
framework because race affects children and adolescents (Mohr, Lutz, Fantuzzo, & Perry, 
2000).  For example, research has asserted that racial discrimination places African 
American youth at risk for delinquency and crime (Dubois, Burk-Braxton, Swenson, 
Tevendale, & Hardstey, 2002; McCord, & Ensminger, 1997; Simons, Chen, Stewart, & 
Brody, 2003).  Dubois, Halloway, Valentine, & Cooper (2002) also found that 
experienced racial discrimination was more associated with behavior problems and 
elevated stress. By applying this framework to the study of the impact of witnessing IPV, 
it could provide enriched understanding of the context of the individual, family, and 
environmental factors. The developmental–ecological model could help to advance 
research on the effects of family violence on children and adolescents. The next section 
will discuss the importance of this study to the CFT field.  
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Importance to CFT Field 
In children and adolescents, witnessing IPV has been profoundly researched in the 
fields of social work, psychology, nursing, and psychiatry but not in CFT. Children and 
adolescents witnessing IPV are important to the CFT field because IPV affects not only 
the couple, but also the young people who witness it. There also has been a shortage of 
literature that focuses on African American families. African American narratives have 
not only been left out in the field of CFT but also in others.  IPV is a systemic problem 
and a community and societal issue. It profoundly affects individuals from marginalized 
groups, particularly African Americans, which is a topic that has received minimal 
attention in the CFT literature. The section below will elucidate the lack of research on 
African Americans in the CFT field and discuss the lack of research on IPV and 
contextual factors. 
African Americans in CFT literature. In the CFT field, research on race and 
culture has been meager.  Hardy (1989) stated, “In the family therapy field, little has 
changed in the case of minorities. Race, culture, and ethnicity still have not been fully 
incorporated into mainstream family therapy literature” (p. 17). There is slight literature 
that provides strategies to help couple and family therapists as well as researchers to work 
with and study African American families to bring about successful outcomes (Bell-
Tolliver, Burgess, & Brock, 2009).  It is unfortunate that so few scholars in the CFT field 
have published research on understanding and working clinically with African 
Americans.   
There is a dearth of literature on African Americans in CFT journals. The journal 
articles that were found regarding African Americans spanned from 1973-2010. The 
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journals that had the least amount of literature on African Americans was Contemporary 
Family Therapy, which only had two articles (Allen, Davey & Davey, 2010; Watson & 
Davey, 2008) and American Journal of Family Therapy which only had three articles 
(Atwood, 1993; Smith, 2006; Walter, 2000 ). Within the Journal of Marital and Family 
Therapy, there were 10 articles to date that focused on African Americans specifically 
(Allen & Olson, 2007; Awosan, Sandberg, & Hall, 2009; Bagarozzi, 1980; Bean, Perry, 
& Bedell, 2002; Bell-Tolliver, L., Brody, 2004;  Burgess, R., & Brock, L., 2009; 
Chadidha, Rafferty, & Pickard, 2003; Foley, 1975; McBride-Murry, & Burton, Winn, 
Stevenson, & Lawson-Clark, 2004; Turner, Wallace, Anderson, & Bird, 2004). Although 
CFT is a field that seeks to understand families in their context, it has failed to understand 
African American clients in their racial and cultural context (Awosan, Sandberg, & Hall, 
2009). Accordingly, there is a deficiency of literature in the CFT field on African 
American families by and large and a lack of research on how IPV affects these families. 
IPV and contextual factors in CFT literature. The articles within this topic also 
were researched from 1973-2010. Merely 31 articles in the Journal of Marital and 
Family Therapy addressed the issue of IPV, and out of those articles, nine were empirical 
studies (Blasko, Winek, & Bieschke, 2007; Catani, Schauer, & Neuner, 2008; Margolin, 
1987; Van Eesbeek, & Elliot,  2006; Rober, Sherman, Sautter, Jackson, Lyons, & Han, 
2006; Schacht, Dimidjian, George, & Berns, 2009; Simpson, Doss, Wheeler, Christensen, 
2007; Stith, Rosen, McCollum, & Thomsen, 2004; Todahl, Linville, Chou, & Maher-
Cosenza, 2008). Just two articles (Almeida, & Durkin, 1999; Bograd, 1999) underscored 
the importance of the relationship between contextual factors (e.g., race, class, gender, 
and sexual orientation) and IPV. The Journal of Contemporary Family Therapy has 
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published no more than five empirical studies and four articles that discussed IPV; not 
any addressed contextual issues.  In Family Relations, there were 15 empirical studies 
and nine articles on IPV, simply one of which addressed differences in race (Few, 2005). 
In the American Journal of Family Therapy, there were only five empirical studies and 
three articles on IPV, none of which addressed contextual factors. The Journal of Child 
and Family Studies had only four empirical studies and two articles on IPV, one of which 
focused on race and class (O’Keefe, 1994).  The Journal of Feminist Family Therapy had 
five empirical studies and three articles on IPV, a lone one focused on race (Tubbs, 
2010).  
The lack of research on IPV and African Americans in the CFT field 
demonstrates that they are often overlooked and marginalized. This study could be a 
valuable addition to the current CFT literature because barely eight CFT studies have 
focused on children who witness IPV (Anderson & Cramer-Benjamin, 1999; Coyne, 
Barrett, & Duffy, 2000; Dehon, & Weems, 2010; Giles-Sims, 1985; Hughes, 1982; 
O’Keefe, 1994; Martin, & Clements, 2002; Onyskiw, Hayduk, 2001; Stewart, Todd, & 
Kopeck, 2010). Out of these eight articles, only one focused on adolescents, and it was 
limited to males (Stewart, Todd & Kopeck, 2010); and one examined race and class 
(O’Keefe, 1994). Four of the studies appeared in the Family Relations Journal, and the 
other four appeared in the Journal of Child and Family Studies. Besides, this study will 
be advantageous because there is a focus on low-income African American adolescents. 
What’s more this study could be a first step toward producing added literature focusing 
on treating the family as a whole, not just the couple.  Appreciably, it would too be a first 




History of child witnesses. In an article in Child Welfare, Moore (1975) first 
examined the fact that spousal violence could generate negative effects in children. At the 
time, children who witnessed IPV were referred to as “yo-yo children,” a term that spoke 
to the pattern of dysfunctional parental interactions that leave children metaphorically 
suspended in mid-air like a yo-yo. Moore characterized these children as jumpy, anxious, 
and nervy and as having problems in school. Some years later, “forgotten” became the 
term most commonly used to describe such children (Elbow, 1982), as well as 
“unintended victims” (Hershorn & Rosenbaum, 1985; Rosenbaum & O’Leary, 1981). 
These conceptualizations in the literature were mainly based on children whom witnessed 
IPV. 
 By the early 1980s, children witnessing IPV was more fully comprehended than 
before. Rosenbaum and O’Leary (1981) observed that wife battering exceeded 
alcoholism in terms of its prominence as a major health concern. The study by 
Rosenbaum and O’Leary helped researchers gain a more complex view of the children 
whom witnessed IPV because it showed that these children could “mature into the next 
generation of abusive husbands and wives” (p. 693). There have been explanations of 
why this area of research has developed slowly over time. Some assumed that the need 
for direct intervention with the parents and the abusing system overshadowed the possible 
impact on child witnesses (Davis, 1988). Due to the sensitive nature of the topic of 
children witnessing IPV, it has been a difficult area for researchers to study (Kashani & 
Allan, 1997).  
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Current research on adolescents. Over the past 30 years, there has been a vast 
amount of research on child witnesses of IPV. However, current knowledge about 
exposure to IPV is based mostly on information about young children and preadolescents. 
Many early studies of witnessing IPV lumped youth of different ages together (Fantuzzo 
et al., 1990). However, recent research has attempted to examine different age cohorts 
and has found that age is an important determinant of the effects of witnessing IPV. The 
research aims of the small amount of literature that has focused on adolescents were (a) 
to assess the long-term childhood effect of exposure to violence (Carlson, 1990; 
Flannery, Singer, Williams, & Castro, 1998; Kempton, McCombs, & Forehand, 1989; 
O’Keefe, 1996), (b) to assess the correlation between exposure to domestic violence and 
youth violence in school and the community (DuRant, Getts, Candenhead, Emas, & 
Woods, 1995; O’Keefe, & Sela-Amit, 1997; Kennedy, 2008; Mrug, Loosir, & Windle, 
2008), (c) to link dating violence to witnessing IPV (Levendosky, Huth-Bocks, & Semel 
2002; Foshee, Ennett, Bauman, Benefield, & Suchindran, 2005; Goldblatt, 2003), (d) to 
study adolescents coping with witnessing IPV (Goldblatt, 2003; Goldblatt, 2005; Lepisto, 
Astedt, Joronen, Luukkaala, & Paavilainen, 2010), and (e) possible interventions 
(Stewart, Todd, & Kopeck, 2010). Some of these studies will be discussed later in this 
chapter.  
Theoretical Perspectives on Adolescents Witnessing IPV  
This section discusses theoretical perspectives used in studies to formulate their 
hypotheses. Unfortunately, most of the studies in the literature (66.7%) did not use a 
clearly articulated framework (Mohr, Noone-Lutz, Fantuzzo, & Perry, 2000). Based on 
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the hypotheses and assumptions within each study, social learning theory was assumed to 
be the model used.  
Social learning theory. In the area of adolescents witnessing IPV, researchers 
most often have used social learning theory. Social learning theory assumes that people 
perform what they have learned by observing, which is strongly influenced by the 
consequences of their behavior (Bandura, 1977).  Findings have shown that when 
positively reinforced, aggressive behavior becomes the preferred mode of behavior 
(Bandura, 1977). Bandura (1977) found that children who observed aggressive behavior 
remembered the aggressive acts and closely imitated them, especially when the acts were 
performed by an adult male role model. According to Bandura, children learn these 
behaviors (e.g., aggression and violence) through observation, direct experience, and 
practice that model the behavior in the family, subculture, or media. These influences 
serve as models for future violence in children (Barnes, 1999).  
Abusive men who have witnessed their fathers beat their mothers often imitate 
such behaviors with few, if any, negative consequences (Barnes, 1999). Research has 
indicated that children who either witness or experience abuse in the home are more 
likely to be abusive as adults (Barnes, 1999). Researchers have mentioned that children 
can escape the patterns of their family interactions by relating to significant others 
outside the family who can contribute positively to their development (Margolin & John, 
1997). However, valued behavior (including aggression) in the community subsystems 
may either support or counteract familial influences on violence (Barnes, 1999). This 
section discusses studies that utilized social learning theory as a lens through which to 
explain and test IPV witnessing among adolescents. 
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Research utilizing social learning theory. Kempton, McCombs, and Forehand’s 
(1989) quantitative study was one of the first to examine the impact of witnessing IPV 
among adolescents. Kempton et al. examined several dimensions of IPV and determined 
its individual and additive effects on adolescent functioning. Kempton et al. examined 
mother-to-father aggression and father-to-mother aggression, which were the independent 
variables. The dependent variables were examined in four areas of adolescent 
functioning: cognitive competence, prosocial competence, externalizing problems, and 
internalizing problems.  
Kempton et al. (1989) did not create a hypothesis for their study but chose to 
explore which dimensions of conflict were the most predictive of adolescent problems in 
each of the areas of functioning. Moreover, Kempton et al. did not specify a particular 
theoretical framework. Based on the constructs examined, however, social learning 
theory was assumed to be the framework used. Kempton et al. recruited a sample of 48 
adolescents (19 females and 29 males) between the ages of 11 and 15. The sample was 
predominantly middle to upper-class. The race of participants was not explicitly stated. 
Kempton et al. found that the father’s handling of conflict through verbal and 
physical aggression was the most negative aspect of interparental conflict affecting 
adolescent functioning. One explanation was that the father’s aggression could be 
potentially more physically harmful than the mother’s. Internalizing problems such as 
depression, hopelessness, and low self-esteem were most associated with verbal 
aggression, and externalizing problems such as aggression and violence were most 
related to physical aggression. The study suggested that examining dimensions of 
interparental violence, rather than global issues surrounding family violence, should be 
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examined. The study also highlighted the need for using father measures as predictors of 
adolescent functioning.  
Contextual consideration was limited in the study by Kempton et al. (1989) and 
participants’ race was not examined. The sample was predominantly from middle to 
upper-class backgrounds, which excluded the experiences of families from lower-class 
backgrounds. Lack of assessment of the ways in which these contextual factors (race and 
socioeconomic status) affect the impact of witnessing IPV among adolescents was a 
critical limitation of the study.  
The results of Carlson’s (1990) quantitative study differed from those of Kempton 
et al. (1989). The purpose of Carlson’s study was to expand knowledge about the impact 
of IPV and abuse on adolescents. In the study, Carlson examined gender differences with 
the expectation that females would display internalizing behaviors (depression, anxiety) 
and boys would display externalizing behaviors (aggression) in response to witnessing 
IPV. Carlson used social learning theory to explain the increased level of externalizing 
and internalizing problems in adolescents whom witnessed IPV. A sample of 101 
adolescents from residential treatment programs and shelters was recruited for the study. 
Of the participants, 76% were White, 15% were African American, and 9% identified as 
Hispanic.1 The majority of the participants came from low-income family backgrounds. 
Of the sample, 56% was male and 55% reported witnessing IPV in the family.  
Results of the study by Carlson showed that males who witnessed IPV were more 
likely to report suicidal thoughts, to run away from home, and to have a tendency to hit 
                                                          
1. Although Hispanic and Latino do not describe a race, they have been used in many studies to 




their mothers than boys who were not in violent homes. In females, being depressed or 
running away from home was neither a function of witnessing IPV nor a function of 
using violence toward one’s parent. Moreover, Carlson found no gender differences in 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors. In the context of romantic relationships, 
findings also indicated that both boys and girls approved of violent behavior, but such 
behavior was not associated with witnessing IPV. Based on these results, Carlson 
asserted that other stressors in the lives of adolescents, such as sexual abuse, child abuse, 
and divorce, could have overshadowed the effects of witnessing IPV.                                                                                                                                        
The ambiguous findings in Carlson’s study could have been due to 
methodological issues. For example, the measures used in the study were different from 
those used in other studies of children (i.e., the short measuring instrument lacked 
construct validity and there was a lack of standardized measures for adolescents). The 
study also was limited to self-report measures with good face validity but lacking 
construct validity. Unfortunately, there were no numbers to show how the measures 
lacked validity. In addition, the lack of diversity within the sample rendered the results of 
the study non-generalizable to other populations, such as African American adolescents.  
Flannery, Singer, Williams, and Castro (1998) conducted a quantitative study that 
examined the relationship between home violence exposure/victimization and adolescent 
coping strategies, psychological trauma symptoms, and self-reported violent behavior. 
Data were collected from a sample of 3,734 adolescents in grades 9–12. The participants 
were recruited from an urban Cleveland school, a suburban Cleveland school, another 
urban high school in Ohio, and two urban Colorado schools. Students in urban schools in 
Cleveland and Denver were from lower or lower-middle class backgrounds; those in the 
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suburban schools were upper-middle class. About 52% of the sample was female, 35% 
African American; 33% Caucasian; 23% Hispanic; 4% Asian; and 5% Other. 
Flannery et al. (1998) found that adolescents exposed to IPV were more likely to 
use negative coping strategies such as getting angry or using alcohol or drugs. They also 
were less likely to talk to a family member, teacher, or counselor than other adolescents. 
Girls in the sample who were exposed to IPV were more likely to be depressed and to cry 
a lot. Both boys and girls who witnessed IPV used coping strategies such as getting 
angry, being mean to people, and using alcohol or drugs. Girls in the high IPV-exposure 
group reported violent behavior three times more often than girls in the low-exposure 
group. In males, the high IPV-exposure group reported violent behavior six times more 
often than the low-exposure group. The study did not control for SES but did mention 
that it was important for future research to examine how low income might influence the 
effects of witnessing IPV. The study by Flannery et al. was one of the first to have a 
significant number of adolescents of color in the sample. 
Some studies have focused on the externalizing behaviors of witnessing IPV and 
their impact on adolescents’ personal dating relationships. Levendosky, Huth-Bocks, and 
Semel (2002) conducted a quantitative study on adolescent peer relationships and mental 
health functioning in families with IPV. The findings of Levendosky et al. were 
moderately similar to those of Carlson’s (1990) study. The purpose of the study by 
Levendosky et al. was to understand the development of violence in intimate adolescent 
relationships. The study, like Carlson’s, tested gender to examine how the impact of IPV 
differed in boys and girls. The participants consisted of 111 adolescents aged 14–16 (55 
girls and 56 boys). The participants were primarily Caucasian (67%); 24% African 
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American; 11% Biracial; 6% Hispanic; and 3% Other. The average family income of the 
sample was $23,000.  
Levendosky et al. (2002) found that for adolescents, the experience of child 
abuse, rather than witnessing IPV, resulted in higher levels of depression and trauma 
symptoms. This finding could explain why Carlson (1990) indicated that child abuse and 
other stressful factors overshadowed the effects of witnessing IPV. Levendosky et al. 
explained that adolescents might be more distant from their parents than younger children 
and more likely to leave violent situations.  
Thus, the impact of witnessing IPV on adolescents may be delayed, or the 
measures used in the study such as the childhood trauma questionnaire, children’s 
depression inventory, and trauma symptom checklist, lacked construct validity 
(Levendosky et al., 2002). Levendosky et al.  too found that girls who witnessed IPV 
were more likely to be abusive toward their partners and less likely to be abused by their 
partners than boys. The study suggested that witnessing IPV has a limited direct impact 
on adolescent behavior and dating relationships. Though the study by Levendosky et al. 
had findings similar to those of Carlson, it was one of the first to report adolescent girls 
displaying pronounced externalizing behaviors. 
Foshee, Ennett, Bauman, Benefield, and Suchindran (2005) conducted a 
quantitative longitudinal study examining the relationship between family violence and 
adolescent dating violence perpetration by race, SES, and family structure. The study had 
results similar to those of Carlson (1990) and Levendosky, Huth-Bocks, and Semel 
(2002). In addition, the study by Foshee et al. examined racial and socioeconomic 
differences in assessing the impact of witnessing IPV on adolescents. The study had a 
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sample of 2,045 participants, of whom 1,218 were from single-parent households (16.4% 
African American, 56.6% female) and 988 were from two-parent households (11.3% 
African American, 57.4% female). The SES of the sample was low, middle, and high. 
The goal of the study was to examine the relationship between racial and socioeconomic 
differences and the impact of witnessing family violence on adolescent violence in dating 
relationships (Foshee et al., 2005).  
The results indicated that witnessing family violence predicted the initiation of 
dating violence by African American adolescents but was not associated with dating 
violence initiation for White adolescents (Foshee et al., 2005). This finding could explain 
why previous studies (Carlson, 1990; Kempton et al., 1989; & Levendosky et al., 2002) 
did not find a relationship between witnessing IPV and behavioral impact, as well as the 
use of violence in dating relationships, due to the fact that the samples were 
predominantly White. Foshee et al. additionally found that witnessing IPV predicted 
dating violence perpetration by African American adolescents who lived in one-parent 
households but not by those living in two-parent households. The researchers could not 
determine why this was the case.  
Foshee et al. (2005) assumed they would observe more positive consequences 
associated with parental use of violence among African American adolescents, which 
would lead to more positive outcome expectations for dating violence. The study by 
Foshee et al. was the first to examine race, SES, and family structure as modifiers of the 
relationship between witnessing violence among parents and aggression-related 
outcomes. However, the study had a small percentage of African American participants, 
which did not produce a strong validity for this population. 
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Johnson et al. (2005) conducted a qualitative study using focus groups to explore 
the ways in which IPV affects the lives of urban adolescents. The study examined how 
class, race, and gender play a role in the effects of witnessing IPV for a predominantly 
African American sample. The study was the first qualitative study to focus on African 
American adolescents and the effects of witnessing IPV. The sample was taken from a 
larger study conducted previously (Johnson, et al., 2004), which was based on identifying 
community-based interventions to prevent adolescent assault injury. Johnson et al. (2004) 
used focus groups to explore urban youths’ experience with violence and fighting. The 
sample consisted of 14–22 year olds, 97% of whom were African American and 44% of 
whom were male. The methodology used in the study was grounded theory. The method 
consisted of conducting 13 focus groups. A theory was not utilized, but based on the 
assumptions of the study and the results; it was assumed that it was informed by social 
learning theory. 
 The findings showed that boys discussed the topic of IPV as observers, whereas 
girls drew on their personal experiences and those of friends. The girls also spent more 
time talking about IPV than the boys. Both genders understood IPV as a means for men 
to reduce their female partner’s self-esteem and sense of power, which showed that they 
believed that power and control were present in this type of relationship. Males and 
females saw violence as a learned behavior within families. The participants also 
described the trauma of witnessing their mothers’ abuse and the struggle to hide their 
own pain in order to protect their mothers’ feelings. Many of the participants felt that 
they were unable to intervene or to help their parent. The study marked the first attempt 
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to use a qualitative methodology to examine the impact of IPV on low-income African 
American adolescents.  
These studies highlighted the importance of examining the effects of witnessing 
IPV through social learning theory. One of the major critiques of social learning theory is 
that it does not take into consideration contextual factors, such as race and class, and does 
not highlight the ways in which these factors amplify the effects of witnessing IPV 
(Barnes, 1999). The next section of this paper discusses ecological theory and the studies 
that have used the theory to investigate witnessing IPV in adolescents.  
Ecological theory. Ecological theory (Bronfrenbrenner, 1974, 1986) takes into 
account the complex interactions among individuals, families, communities, and societal 
risk factors involved in child exposure to IPV (Little & Kaufman-Kantor, 2002). 
Ecological theory has been identified by the National Research Council as a framework 
best suited to address the causes, consequences, and treatment formulations for children 
and youth whom witness IPV or whom have been abused (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 1997).  
Bronfrenbrenner (1979, 1989) described four systemic levels in ecological theory: 
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem involves “the 
direct and concrete interactions of the developing individual with significant others” (e.g., 
family, school, peers, neighborhood, church) (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). The 
mesosystem is defined by “the interrelations of two or more microsystems, such as the 
community and family” (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). The exosystem refers to 
“systems that have no direct interaction with the developing person but do have an 
indirect effect on the person’s micro- or mesosystem” (e.g., a parent’s workplace, family 
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income, or poverty) (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 27). The macrosystem “provides the 
general cultural context in which lower-order systems are embedded” (e.g., the larger 
cultural context such as Eastern or Western culture, historical events, religious values, 
racism, sexism, etc.) (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 28). Ecological theory also focuses on the 
macrostructural effects of poverty, educational deprivation, unemployment, and 
underemployment (Little & Kaufman-Kantor, 2002). 
Research utilizing ecological theory. This section discusses studies that have 
been informed by ecological theory. DuRant, Getts, Cadenhead, Emas, and Woods 
(1995) conducted a quantitative study of African American adolescents living in public 
housing. The purpose of the study was to examine the relationships among exposure to 
community and intrafamilial violence, depression, hopelessness, and sense of purpose in 
life among African American adolescents. DuRant et al. recruited 225 African American 
adolescents who were living in Augusta, Georgia, 11–19 years of age. The sample 
included 126 females and 99 males. DuRant et al. found that greater depression and 
hopelessness and lower sense of purpose in life were associated with frequent adolescent 
exposure or victimization due to violence. However, intrafamilial violence was a stronger 
predictor of psychological distress than community violence.  
DuRant et al. (1995) also found that people of lower SES were more emotionally 
vulnerable to the long-term effects of intrafamilial violence. This finding could be a result 
of lack of access to coping resources and a higher probability of using unhealthy coping 
strategies to deal with stress (e.g., anger and depression). The study by DuRant et al. was 
important because it was one of the first to examine the potential impact of witnessing 
IPV specifically on African American adolescents—although the study focused generally 
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on witnessing IPV and community violence and victimization. Nevertheless, the study by 
DuRant et al. marked the start of conducting research on low-income African American 
adolescents. However, the study lacked inquiry into how race could affect experiences of 
witnessing IPV.  
O’Keefe and Sela-Amit (1997) conducted a quantitative study of the influence of 
race/ethnicity and SES on adolescents’ exposure to violence in their families, schools, 
and communities. The purpose of the study was to determine whether race/ethnicity and 
social class were risk factors for greater exposure to violence. The study was one of the 
primary ones that examined how context plays a role in the prevalence of exposure to 
multiple forms of violence (family, school, and community). The sample consisted of 899 
students enrolled in high schools in Los Angeles. Of the participants, 58% was female; 
57% Latino; 13% African American; 21% White; and 7.7% Asian. Also, 52% was of low 
SES and 48% was of middle or high SES.  
The results showed that over half of the sample reported witnessing some form of 
IPV which was sometimes severe—for example, witnessing one parent beat up the other 
or threaten the other with a gun or knife (O’Keefe & Sela-Amit, 1997). O’Keefe and 
Sela-Amit also found that race/ethnicity may not be an important risk factor for exposure 
to family violence, yet may be a significant factor for greater exposure to school and 
community violence. African Americans were exposed to the highest levels of violence, 
both in their schools and communities, followed by Latino adolescents (O’Keefe & Sela-
Amit, 1997). These results added to the literature that demonstrated a significant 
proportion of youth witnessed severe forms of violence in their families, schools, and 
communities. O’Keefe and Sela-Amit (1997) suggested more research should be done not 
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only on the prevalence of witnessing IPV and community and school violence, but also 
its impact on adolescents’ emotional, psychological, and moral development. 
Kennedy (2008) used ecological theory as a lens to examine the experiences of 
community, family, and partner violence in African American high school students. 
Kennedy’s study was quantitative and sampled 280 participants. The purpose of the study 
was to examine gender differences by assessing violence exposure across community, 
family, and intimate partner contexts. Of the sample, 86% was African American; 10% 
Latino/a; 4% Biracial; and less than 1% Native American. Also, 64% of the sample was 
female and 36% was male, with ages ranging from 14 to 19. Over one third of the sample 
received some type of welfare assistance (TANF, Medicaid, and/or food stamps). 
Kennedy (2008) found that male students were more likely to witness severe 
community violence and to be physically victimized in the community. Female students 
were less likely to report being the victims of severe physical violence in the community 
but were more likely to be victims of sexual violence. In the context of IPV, over one 
third of the participants had witnessed an adult physically assault another adult within the 
family, and nearly one in five reported seeing an adult threatened by a knife or gun or 
having a knife or gun used on them. Kennedy also found that the youths’ experiences and 
relationships within the family microsystem were associated with their experiences 
within the broader community system. The risks in one connected with risks in the other. 
Kennedy’s study was strong because it focused mostly on African American adolescents 
from low-income backgrounds and added unreported data to the literature about the 




Mrug, Loosir, and Windle (2008) conducted a quantitative study on the 
relationship between exposure to violence in different contexts (home, school, and 
community) and internalizing and externalizing outcomes in adolescents. The goal of the 
study was to examine the joint effects of exposure to violence on internalizing and 
externalizing problems in multiple contexts. Mrug et al. hypothesized that exposure to 
violence in the home, school, and community would be associated with greater 
internalizing and externalizing problems but violence in the home would more strongly 
relate to internalizing problems and school and community violence to externalizing 
problems. The study by Mrug et al. included 601 adolescents, of whom 52% was male; 
78% African American; 20% Caucasian; and 2% Other. The sample consisted of 
adolescents from family incomes ranging from less than $5,000 to over $90,000. 
Mrug et al. (2008) found that exposure to violence in the home was related to 
anxiety and depression symptoms as well as delinquency and aggression. Mrug et al. also 
found that the rates of violence exposure across the contexts of home, school, and 
community were positively related. The study contributed to the knowledge on 
examining contextual factors and how they influence the impact of witnessing IPV and 
other forms of violence in school and the community. One critique of the study is that 
although it used a large African American sample, it did not examine the impact of race 
on adolescents and how it amplifies the impact of emotional, mental, and relational 
expressions (Mrug et al. 2008). 
Assessment of the Literature 
Current studies in the area of the effects of witnessing IPV in adolescence are 
inconsistent and underdeveloped. These studies have not captured the essence of how 
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adolescent development and identity are impacted by witnessing IPV. It is important that 
researchers recognize that there may be several key developmental issues or tasks within 
a given stage of development. It is important to understand how the effects of witnessing 
IPV in children may vary at different stages of development (Prinz, & Feerick, 2003).  
In addition, most of the studies have been quantitative. Based on the literature 
search, there were three qualitative studies (Goldblatt, 2003; Goldblatt, & Eiskovits, 
2005; Johnson et al. 2005). This is not to say that quantitative research is a drawback. 
Quantitative methods are very important and needed within research. However, in order 
to highlight the methodological difficulties that accompany research on adolescents 
witnessing IPV, qualitative research is needed. Qualitative methods are important to use 
within this research area because the topic has not been examined enough to inform 
hypothesis-driven quantitative research (Johnson et al., 2005).  
As well, there has been little research on low-income communities and 
populations of color. The literature on violence in children and adolescents of color 
typically has focused on witnessing various forms of violence such as community, 
school, and IPV (DuRant, Getts, Cadenhead, Emans & Woods, 1995; Foshee, Ennett, 
Bauman, Benefiled, & Suchindran, 2005; Goldblatt, 2003; Gonzalez, 2005; Johnson et. 
al, 2005; Mrug, Loosir, & Windle, 2008; O’Keefe & Sela-Amit, 1997). The majority of 
these studies did not focus specifically on African Americans.   Instead, they were 
comparative studies using a predominantly White sample that led to inconsistent findings. 
Another critique of these studies is that when they controlled for class and race, a 
comparison was made between low-class African American adolescents and middle-class 
White adolescents. Hence, class was very likely a confounding variable.  Significantly, 
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this calls into question an important issue in research with African Americans because it 
perpetuates the stereotype that they are a culture of poor, dysfunctional people (Hines, 
2011).  
Further, previous studies explored how race and class could have an impact on 
witnessing IPV and could amplify the chances of being a witness to IPV.  However, these 
studies did not specifically examine how witnessing IPV affects adolescents’ identity and 
development or how race and class might exacerbate these processes. Another limitation 
is that the literature did not highlight how adolescents’ experiences of witnessing IPV 
play a role in their emotional and mental health.  
There is a need for more research pursuant to the issues surrounding adolescent 
exposure to IPV and the impact on adolescent self-identity and development in African 
Americans. It was important to use a qualitative methodology to understand the 
experiences and beliefs of African Americans whom witnessed IPV as low-income youth. 
This study could add significantly to the CFT literature. Examining how the experience 
of witnessing IPV has affected the lives of low-income African American youth could 






CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
Qualitative Research 
 Qualitative research is suited to promoting a deep understanding of a social 
setting or activity as viewed from the perspective of the research participants (Dale 
Bloomberg &Volpe, 2008). This approach implies an emphasis on exploration, 
discovery, and description (Dale-Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  The methodology used to 
inform this study was phenomenology. The section below discusses phenomenology in 
detail.  
Phenomenology. The qualitative methodology used for this study was 
phenomenology (Husserl, 1931). This retrospective study utilized an integrative model 
that was descriptive and interpretive in nature. More specifically, this study employed 
hermeneutic phenomenology (Heidegger, 1927/1962) and transcendental phenomenology 
(Husserl, 1931). The purpose of phenomenological research is to “borrow” other people’s 
experiences and reflections on their experiences to aid in understanding the deeper 
meaning or significance of an aspect of human experience, in the context of the whole 
human experience (van Manen, 1990). Another goal of this methodology is to understand 
the psychological meanings of an experienced phenomenon through the process of 
examining lived examples of the phenomenon within the context of the participants’ lives 
(Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).  
Experience is a central focus for phenomenology and can be understood as 
consciousness of physical things, values, moods, activities, and feelings (Daly, 2007). 
Additionally, phenomenology is seen not only as description but also as an interpretive 
process in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the data (van Manen, 1990). 
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Phenomenology was founded by Husserl (1931), who focused on the universal “essence” 
of individual experiences with a particular phenomenon. He developed the philosophical 
method of phenomenology (Giorgi, 1997), which was used to derive the true essence of 
meaning as it pertains to people’s experiences of thinking and knowing (Moran, 2000). 
There are different forms of phenomenology, such as reflective, transcendental, dialogic, 
empirical, existential, hermeneutic, and social (Richards & Morse, 2007). 
Hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology focuses on the lived 
experiences of the individual within the personal context in which he or she understands 
truth (Richards & Morse, 2007). Experiences are considered to be an individual’s 
perceptions of his or her presence in the world at the moment when things, thoughts, or 
values are constituted (van Manen, 1990). Within this type of phenomenology it is 
assumed that people are tied to their worlds and are understandable only in their contexts 
(Richards & Morse, 2007). It is an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an 
interpretation of the meaning of his or her lived experiences (Daly, 2007). In this study, 
hermeneutic phenomenology was used to ascertain the experiences of witnessing IPV in 
African Americans who were low-income youth. The purpose of the study was to 
understand the phenomenon of witnessing IPV in the context of the individual and his or 
her family, which is a foundational element of developmental-ecological theory. 
Transcendental phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology focuses less on 
interpretations of the researcher and more on a description of the experiences of 
participants (Creswell, 2007). This also consists of identifying a phenomenon to study, 
bracketing out one’s experiences, and collecting data from several persons who have 
experienced the phenomenon. The researcher analyzes the data by reducing the 
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information to significant statements or quotes and combines the statements into themes. 
The researcher then develops textural descriptions of the experiences of the persons (what 
they experienced), a structural description of their experiences (how they experienced it 
in terms of conditions, situations, or context), and a combination of the textural and 
structural descriptions to convey an overall essence of the experience (Creswell, 2007). 
Data Collection 
Participants. The sample for this study included 10 African American males and 
females, aged 21-29, who witnessed male to female IPV as low-income youth. Low-
income status was based on participants’ self-identification as having a low-income 
family background. The purpose of using a gender-based heterogeneous sample was to 
gather diverse opinions and perspectives around this phenomenon. There were no inter-
comparisons made between men and women in the sample because it was not large 
enough to make such comparisons. 
Phenomenological research typically uses a small number of participants and 
requires in-depth descriptions of the experiences of each participant (Dahl & Boss, 2005). 
Purposeful criterion sampling was used to recruit participants to select information-rich 
cases for in-depth study (Patton, 2002). Such cases are “those from which one can learn a 
great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 
230). Purposeful criterion sampling helps to generate in-depth understanding rather than 
empirical generalizations. In phenomenology, the purpose is to gain understanding and 
determine the meaning of a particular phenomenon instead of generalizing the findings 
(Dahl & Boss, 2005). 
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Recruiting a sample of young adults, rather than adolescents, for this study was 
important because adolescents are in the process of developing their identity and may not 
understand how witnessing IPV has affected them. Adolescents also may have difficulty 
articulating and understanding the complexity of how race and class amplify the effects 
of witnessing IPV on self-identity and development. Based on the literature (C.-T. Shen , 
2009 ; Hoglund & Nicholas, 1995; Pournaghash-Tehrani & Feizabadi, 2009; Russell, 
Springer, & Greenfield, 2010 ), young adult samples for a retrospective study within the 
area of witnessing IPV are beneficial because young adults are more likely than 
adolescents to connect and process the experience of their adolescent identity and 
development. Young adults are close enough in age to recollect adolescent experiences 
but are not so far into adulthood that it is difficult for them to connect with or remember 
those experiences. 
Procedure. In phenomenology, the methods for data collection “allow 
participants to define phenomena for themselves, and to describe the conditions, values, 
and attitudes they believe are relevant to that definition of their own lives” (Dahl & Boss, 
2005, p.72). During the data collection process, 90-minute individual semi-structured 
interviews were conducted. The advantage of using semi-structured interviews is that the 
questions can help maintain a level of focus while allowing for flexibility to follow 
changes in the conversation within each interview (Daly, 2007). Also, phenomenological 
interviews serve as a means for exploring and gathering experiential narrative material 
that may serve as a resource for developing a richer and deeper understanding of a human 
phenomenon (van Manen, 1990). They also can be used as vehicles to develop 
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conversational relations with partners about the meaning of an experience (van Manen, 
1990). 
The sample was recruited from sites in the city of Buffalo, NY (George K. Arthur 
Community Center and the Delevan-Grider Community Center). Letters were sent via 
email and postal mail to the identified sites describing the study in more detail along with 
recruitment flyers (Appendix E) for posting. A follow-up telephone call (Appendix H) 
also was made to the sites to answer any questions and personally to request their support 
for the study through the posting of recruitment flyers. I had support to recruit 
participants from the George K. Arthur Community Center (Appendix I) and the 
Delevan-Grider Community Center (Appendix J). 
My contact information was provided on the flyers (Appendix E) for potential 
participants. The semi-structured individual interviews were held at the George K. Arthur 
Community Center in Buffalo, NY. The participants also were given a choice to 
participate in an in-person follow-up interview to discuss themes generated in the data 
analysis. The follow-up interviews were scheduled at the conclusion of the semi-
structured interviews and also were held at the George K. Arthur Community Center in 
Buffalo, NY. This stage constituted member checking (Richards & Morse, 2007), an 
important technique in the validation of data. The method for member checking is 
discussed later in this chapter. 
After permission was granted from the IRB (Appendix A), I began recruitment 
and prior to beginning data collection, I explained and distributed the adult consent forms 
(Appendix B). All identifying information was removed after the interviews were 
completed. Participants were told that involvement in this study was voluntary and that 
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they could withdraw at any time if the interview process became too difficult, or for any 
other reason. 
Information about confidentiality also was discussed. Participants were informed 
that interviews would be audiotaped and coded to protect confidentiality. That is, 
participants were informed that all identifiable information would be kept separate from 
the data and pseudonyms would be used. Moreover, audio recordings would be safely 
kept and destroyed upon completion of the project by the researchers. In addition, 
participants were informed that coded audio recorded interviews would be transcribed by 
a service called Transcription Live. This service is professional and experienced in 
academic research projects. Transcripts and audio recordings were highly secured and 
kept confidential by the company. Only the executive members of the company had the 
passwords to access the transcripts. Transcription Live automatically deleted the 
transcripts after 30 days. 
Once participants had read and signed the adult consent form, the demographic 
questionnaire (Appendix C) was administered. The questionnaire asked questions related 
to age, gender, employment, education, marital status, children, family background 
income, and current family income. Afterward, the interview guide was used to direct the 
semi-structured individual interview (Appendix D). During the interview, I used 
processual consent, by which questions and statements were posed throughout the 
interview to give participants the freedom to continue, to terminate the interview, and/or 
to pass on a question (e.g., “Could I ask you?” “Let me know if this question is 
appropriate,” etc.) (Rosenblatt, 1995). Further, I continuously monitored participants for 
signs of distress and did not pressure them directly or indirectly to respond (Grafanaki, 
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1996). According to Piercy and Fontes (2001), “Researchers must monitor the effects of 
their questions so that participants truly have the freedom to stop an interview when it 
becomes too painful or invasive” (p.38). 
Fortunately, during the data collection process no one presented with or disclosed 
any distress or re-traumatization. However, if participants had become distressed or re-
traumatized, an on-site trained therapist was available to assist them. Additional 
precautions in place for distressed participants included referral to the Comprehensive 
Psychiatric Emergency Program (CPEP) at Erie County Medical Center in Buffalo, NY 
and a list of therapists and clinics (Appendix F) with a sliding fee scale. A voluntary in-
person follow-up interview for the purpose of ensuring accurate interpretation of a 
participant’s responses occurred about two weeks after the semi-structured individual 
interview. Participants who agreed to do an in-person follow-up interview scheduled a 
time to meet after the semi-structured interview was completed. 
All participants who completed the demographic questionnaire and semi-
structured interview received a $10 Wal-Mart gift certificate. All participants who 
completed the in-person follow-up interview received a second $10 Wal-Mart gift 
certificate. The money for these gift certificates came from the researcher’s own funds. 
Data Analysis 
Qualitative analysis is a creative and ongoing process that requires thoughtful 
judgments about what is significant and meaningful in the data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 
2008). Phenomenology does not follow a specific regimen and it is typically malleable 
(Pretorious & Hill, 2005). In phenomenology, data analysis is a process of reading, 
reflection, writing, and rewriting that enables the researcher to transform a lived 
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experience into a textual expression of its essence (van Manen, 1990). The purpose of 
data analysis in phenomenology is to describe and understand the experience of the 
participants with a particular phenomenon (Dahl & Boss, 2005). In phenomenological 
analysis, it is important that the researcher make every effort to stay connected to the 
experiences of the participants (Dahl & Boss, 2005). Data analysis for this study was 
based on concepts by van Manen (1990), Moustakas (1994), and Giorgi (1997). The 
integration of these three methods of data analysis was borrowed from Ray’s (2008) data 
analysis process in her dissertation. 
The structure for the data analysis was borrowed from Moustakas’s (1994) 
modified version of the van Kaam method (1959, 1966). Moustakas’s outline helped to 
create the textural and structural descriptions within the data analysis. However, not all 
steps from this model were used in the data analysis. Moustakas’s data analysis method 
includes (a) listing and preliminary grouping by adding every expression relevant to the 
experience; (b) reduction and elimination by finding expressions of the experiences in 
order to abstract and label them; (c) clustering and thematizing invariant constituents, 
which are clustered together to create a thematic label; (d) final identification of the 
invariant constituents and themes by application, which is the validation process; (e) use 
of relevant validated themes to construct an individual textural description of the 
experience, which includes verbatim examples; (f) construction of a structural description 
of the experience for each individual based on the individual textural description and 
imaginative variation; and (g) construction for each participant of a textural-structural 
description of the meanings and essences of the experience incorporating invariant 
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constituents and themes. Within this data analysis process, steps (e) through (g) created 
the structure of the data. 
The thematic analysis and creation of structural descriptions was borrowed from 
van Manen’s (1990) model, which includes (a) attending to the text as a whole and 
finding phrases that may capture the fundamental meaning or significance of the text as a 
whole; (b) listening to and/or reading the text several times and looking for the statements 
or phrases that seem particularly essential or revealing about the phenomenon or the 
experience being described; (c) looking at every single sentence or sentence structure and 
seeing what the cluster says about the phenomenon being studied; (d) noting certain 
themes that begin to emerge and noting certain experiential themes that recur as a 
commonality or possible commonalities in various descriptions that were gathered; and 
(e) holding on to themes by lifting appropriate phrases or by capturing in singular 
statements the main thrust of the meaning of themes. All of the steps within this method 
were used during the thematic analysis. 
van Manen’s (1990) life world existentials also were  borrowed to create thematic 
structural descriptions for each variable. These life world existentials are based on lived 
time (temporality), lived space (spatiality), lived body (corporeality), and lived human 
relation (relationality or communality). van Manen notes that “All phenomenological 
human science efforts are really explorations into the structure of the human life world, 
the lived world as experienced in everyday situations and relations” (van Manen, 1990, 
p.100). These life world existentials are a part of the life of all human beings, regardless 
of their historical, cultural, or social context (van Manen, 1990). 
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Lived time (temporality) is more subjective as opposed to clock time or objective 
time. Lived time is the temporal way of being in the world. For example, time could be 
viewed through the lens of a young person looking ahead to the future or an elder looking 
back and reflecting on their past. The temporal dimensions of past, present, and future 
constitute the horizons of a person’s temporal landscape (van Manen, 1990, p.104). 
Experiences and memories overtime can be embedded into one’s memory and leave 
imprints on how one is as an individual. For example, the way one carries oneself or the 
way one speaks can be influenced by one’s past experiences (van Manen, 1990). 
Lived space (spatiality) is felt space. In this context, space affects the way people 
feel. The huge space of a bank building or the Grand Canyon may make one feel small or 
also feel a sense of freedom, whereas if someone was in a crowded elevator or in a 
crowded room they might feel overwhelmed due to the lack of personal space. Walking 
alone in a big city one is visiting may make one feel lost and vulnerable. For another, that 
experience may be exciting and adventurous. The home in particular reserves a very 
special space experience that has something to do with the fundamental sense of one’s 
being. Home is where one can be who one is. Lived space also refers to the world or 
landscape in which human beings move and find themselves at home. Lived space is a 
category for inquiring into ways we experience the affairs of our day-to- day existence 
(van Manen, 1990, p.103). 
Lived body (corporeality) “refers to the phenomenological fact that we are always 
bodily in the world” (van Manen, 1990, p.103). “Our physical or bodily presence may 
reveal something, not necessarily consciously or deliberately, but rather in spite of 
ourselves. For example, a person in love may incarnate his or her erotic mode of being in 
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a subtle glow, a radiant face, or, sometimes under the eyes of the beloved, in a blushing 
response” (van Manen, 1990, p.103). One’s relation to another would be based on one’s 
experience of lived body. For example, because a man is a father, he may feel a sense of 
security for his child because of that role. In relation to his children, he embodies 
fatherhood and it includes such things as protection and care. 
Lived other (relationality) is the lived relation we maintain with others in the 
interpersonal space that we share with them. As one meets another one has the ability to 
develop a conversational relation that allows one to transcend oneself. The relation is 
highly personal and is charged with interpersonal significance. For example, when a child 
experiences a fundamental sense of support and security, this ultimately allows him or 
her to become a mature and independent person. In this lived relation, the child 
experiences the adult’s confidence and trust without which it is difficult to make 
something of oneself (van Manen, 1990). 
Lastly, Giorgi’s (1997) model was used to gather the scientific essences for each 
variable, as well as the creation of themes and the expression of the data. This type of 
data analysis is based on four steps: (a) read and re-read the entire description of 
experiences in the data; (b) develop “meaning units” [These are formed by a careful re-
reading of the descriptions of experiences in the data (Ray, 2008). In this step, the 
researcher must “acknowledge that the selection of what stands out from the text depends 
on our own perspectives” (Dahl & Boss, 2005, p. 74)]; (c) review all of the meaning units 
and develop themes that emerge with a focus of the experience with the phenomenon 
under study; and (d) synthesize the themes into a consistent statement regarding what and 
how the phenomenon was experienced. Step (b) was used from this method along with 
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van Manen’s method to aid in the creation of meaning units. Step (d) of Giorgi’s method 
was used to create the overall essences for each variable within this study. Typically 
researchers try to derive a single structure (synthesis) for all the participants in the study. 
However, it is not a requirement for phenomenology and one should never force data into 
a single structure (Giorgi, 1997). One writes as many structures as required; for example, 
if a study is conducted with five participants, the results could be a single structure or five 
structures, one for each participant or any number in between (Giorgi, 1997). 
Phase I. After each interview was completed, data were transcribed by 
Transcription Live and uploaded into the data analysis program, MaxQDA (2009). The 
program assisted with data management, retrieval, and coding (Matheson, 2005). After 
data were transcribed, the text was read several times and sentences or expressions that 
seemed to be revealing about the phenomenon and experience were underlined. This took 
place for each category that was examined in the study (experience of witnessing IPV, 
impact on self-identity and development, being low-income as a youth, and being African 
American). 
Phase II. In the second phase the data were divided into parts. These parts 
contained each participant’s statements and verbatim descriptions of their experiences. 
These became meaning units and they went through a process of abstraction (Giorgi, 
1997; van Manen, 1990). Meaning units displayed a meaning relevant to the experience 
within the description created by the participant. These meaning units were created 
through the participant’s everyday language. Transformation for these meaning units took 
place by creating textural descriptions based on Moustakas’s analytical method. This will 
be described in more detail in Phase III (Moustakas, 1994). 
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Dividing the data into parts began with reading each participant’s interview, 
which helped to gather the themes that surfaced from the meaning units (van Manen, 
1990). The highlighting approach was used to decide which statements were significant 
or revealing about the phenomenon that was reported by the participants (van Manen, 
1990). The highlighting approach also was used to determine which statements or phrases 
seemed to stand out or seemed particularly revealing or thematic about the phenomenon 
as described by participants (van Manen, 1990). Once the highlighting was complete, 
these highlights became the meaning units under each category of experience. After the 
meaning units were created, themes were developed and were similar to the meaning 
units (Ray, 2008). 
The original themes were taken from the participants’ descriptions of the 
phenomenon under study. Too often theme analysis is understood as an unambiguous and 
fairly mechanical application of some frequency count or coding of selected terms in 
transcripts or texts or some other break down of the content of protocol or documentary 
material (van Manen, 1990, p.79). In the literature, “theme” refers to an element (motif, 
formula, or device) that occurs frequently in the text. The term “theme” is often applied 
to some thesis, doctrine, or message that a creative work has been designed to 
incorporate.  “Theme analysis” refers, then, to the process of recovering the theme or 
themes that are embodied and dramatized in the evolving meanings of imagery of the 
work (van Manen, 1990, p.78). 
Themes also were created based on the similarities of a descriptive account or 
meaning unit (Moustakas, 1994). They were created if they incorporated the main idea of 
a description made by the participant (van Manen, 1990). Additionally, themes were 
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created through use of Moustakas’ (1994) three point thematic validation scale; (a) 
meaning units are kept for a theme if it is exactly reported by a participant and; (b) if the 
meaning unit is not expressed verbatim but it is similar to the lived experience 
description; and (c) if the theme is not literally mentioned and what is said is not similar 
to the theme it is rejected. Further, themes were generated based on asking the questions 
and thinking about “What is going on here?” “What is this an example of?” “What is the 
essence of the notion of the phenomenon under study and how can I capture this essence 
by way of thematic reflection on the notion?” “Is this phenomenon still the same if we 
imaginatively change or delete this theme from the phenomenon?” “Does the 
phenomenon without this theme lose its fundamental meaning?” (van Manen, 1990, pp. 
86 & 107). 
Phase III. During this phase categorical textural and thematic structural 
descriptions of the experiences were constructed (Moustakas, 1990). The “textural 
description” displayed the phenomenon’s overall features as given by the participant’s 
view of everyday life. Textural descriptions allow the researcher to determine the “what” 
of phenomena, such as the thoughts and feelings of the experience (Giorgi, 1997; 
Moustakas, 1990). The “structural description” is a more reflexive process that studies 
the themes that explain the experience. Structural descriptions described the “how” of an 
experience. This included verbatim quotes from the interviews and showed the hidden 
meaning behind participants’ experiences. These structural descriptions also were created 
through use of imaginative variation (Moustakas, 1990). Imaginative variation is also a 
natural method for discovering essences (Giorgi, 1997).  In addition, imaginative 
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variation helped to describe the essential structure of the concrete lived experience from 
the perspective of the discipline. 
The relationship between textural and structural descriptions is continual 
(Moustakas, 1990). This relationship does not suggest that these two entities are separate 
and distinct, nor are they counter parts of one another. Textural and structural 
descriptions are a joining together of parts that provide a deeper understanding of the 
experiences under study. They display the visible and the invisible of a particular 
phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994) and, as a result, there may be redundancies in language 
throughout the descriptions. 
Phase IV. The final step in this process was a synthesis of all the textural and 
structural descriptions and the overall essence of the experiences. Together these two 
factors portrayed a synthesis of meanings and essences of the experiences (Moustakas, 
1994). During this final stage, core themes were developed for each variable under study. 
These described both the textural and structural descriptions under each category, which 
created the essences for these variables. This represented a particular time and place, as 
seen from the vantage point of the researcher (Moustakas, 1994). The synthesis tells the 
reader “what” the participants experienced with the phenomenon and “how” they 
experienced it. 
Reliability and Validity 
In phenomenology, it is important for readers to see the validity and applicability 
of any concepts presented by the researcher. The participants also must agree that the 
descriptions of the data are accurate reflections of their perceptions (Dahl & Boss, 2005). 
At the end of the interviews, participants were asked if they were interested in 
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participating in an in-person voluntary follow-up interview. Within this study all of the 
participants agreed to do the in-person follow up interview. Each of the interviews lasted 
an hour. In the follow-up interviews, I presented the data analyses, interpretations, and 
conclusions so that participants might judge the accuracy and credibility of the account 
(Creswell, 2007).This process is called member checking, whereby the researcher solicits 
participants’ views of the credibility of the findings and interpretations (Creswell, 2007). 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) considered member checking to be “the most critical technique 
for establishing credibility” (p.50).  
During the member checking process, participants had the chance to clarify their 
descriptions. This process added more depth and understanding to the data analysis, 
particularly within the textural and structural descriptions. For example, during an initial 
interview, a participant mentioned her cousin’s death that resulted in her taking care of 
her cousin’s children.  Once the participant’s interview was transcribed, I realized that I 
did not ask or clarify the cause of her cousin’s death. During the follow-up interview, I 
asked the participant about her cousin’s cause of death.  She disclosed that the cousin’s 
boyfriend killed her. This process added to the descriptions within the data. 
 Investigator triangulation also was used. This technique uses more than one 
researcher to bring different perspectives, raise different questions, and offer different 
interpretations of what is being said (Daly, 2007). The other researchers in this project 
included the chair as well as the qualitative methodologists on the committee. Using this 
type of triangulation helped with revealing important commonalities and themes (Daly, 
2007). With respect to generalizability, phenomenology is more concerned with 
accurately reflecting a given participant’s experience than with generalizing about 
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participants’ experiences of a particular phenomenon (Dahl & Boss, 2005). The goal of 
phenomenological data is to reflect diversity in perspectives and beliefs in addition to 
identifying commonalities. Another form of validation that was used in this study was 
bracketing, which is discussed in the following section. 
Self of the Researcher 
In phenomenology, researchers are not “separate from the phenomena we study” 
(Dahl & Boss, 2005, p. 67). According to van Manen (1990), “it is necessary for the 
researcher to acknowledge his or her previous experience, knowledge, beliefs, and how 
these may influence the researcher in all phases of data collection, analyses, and 
interpretation” (p.69). Bracketing is a technique that is typically used in 
phenomenological studies, in which the researcher sets aside, or brackets, a priori 
knowledge and assumptions with the intent of having an open mind when attending to 
participants’ experiences (Gearing, 2004). Bracketing requires constant reflection and 
vigilance by the researcher (Beech, 1999). According to Gearing (2004), there are six 
types of bracketing: ideal, descriptive, existential, analytic, pragmatic, and reflexive. 
Ideal (philosophical) bracketing is based on the researcher’s position on 
positivism and realism. This type of bracketing focuses on suspending all presuppositions 
and concentrating on the essences of the phenomenon. Descriptive (eidetic) bracketing is 
based on a position in post-positivism and sets aside personal presuppositions as well as 
presuppositions connected to the phenomenon under study. Existential bracketing 
maintains an interpretive position whereby it holds in abeyance presuppositions and 
theories to investigate the phenomenon’s lived experience. 
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Analytical bracketing holds a position of empiricism and suspends personal 
knowledge, assumptions, and beliefs. The researcher steps in and out of the bracketing 
process in order to develop data to the larger institutional and cultural context of the 
phenomenon under study, but does not let go theoretical orientations. The theories allow 
researchers to step in and out of the bracketing process. Pragmatic bracketing allows 
greater freedom for researchers and has a position of postmodernism. Suspension of 
internal and external presuppositions is dependent on and is open to the researcher’s 
design. Lastly, reflexive bracketing, which was used for this study, focuses on making 
transparent, overt, and apparent the researcher’s personal values, background, and 
cultural suppositions (Gearing, 2004). The bracketing process happens before 
investigating the phenomenon in an effort to minimize the impact on the phenomenon 
under study (Gearing, 2004). 
Reflexive (cultural) bracketing holds a position of postmodernism and relativism. 
In this type of bracketing, the researcher is attempting to bracket out or identify personal 
suppositions. This helps to reduce the influence of his or her lived experience on the 
phenomenon under study (Gearing, 2004). Personal suppositions include personal values, 
judgments, culture, and history. However, external suppositions are not bracketed 
because it is impossible to remove the context, culture, and environment from the 
phenomenon (Gearing, 2004). This includes larger world presuppositions of the 
phenomenon under investigation, such as its history, values, beliefs, definitions, and 
suppositions. Throughout the research process, I consulted with my advisor, kept a 
journal, and wrote memos. These processes helped me to monitor my personal biases and 
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assumptions and allowed awareness of when my biases and assumptions overshadowed 
the participants’ experiences. 
I am a 29-year-old educated, middle-class African American female who comes 
from a lower class family background. During my childhood and adolescent years, I 
witnessed IPV between my parents. During my master’s program at Syracuse University, 
I engaged in intense self-work in which I realized that I had residual effects from 
witnessing IPV between my parents. I struggled with low self-esteem, low self-worth, 
rage, voicelessness, no hope for happiness, and trusting men. Trusting men was my 
biggest issue. 
Also, I struggled with issues related to being African American and female. There 
were not enough messages or experiences affirming that, as an African American girl and 
woman, I was beautiful and worthy of love and respect. This further fueled my feelings 
of low self-esteem and self-worth. Although improved, I still struggle with self-worth and 
self-esteem. I struggle with finding power in my voice and believing that what I have to 
offer is worthy or important. I believe that the cumulative experiences of witnessing IPV, 
being African American, and being a woman have contributed to my internal struggles. 
Reflecting upon my experience of witnessing IPV, I discovered the household and 
the neighborhood in which I grew up had an important impact on the extent to which I 
was exposed to IPV. My parents struggled during that time and there was a lot of stress 
due to lack of finances and resources. My mother was the only one working, so my father 
did not contribute financially. I can recall my mother giving my father her checks and 
him spending the money on things for himself. 
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My father had a gambling problem. I remember his gambling caused a lot of 
stress because my sisters and I did not have basic necessities (e.g., clothing, shoes, school 
supplies, etc.). His gambling affected important family traditions, such as Christmas. My 
father’s gambling was a source of conflict between my parents along with other issues, 
such as control and power, which my father needed to have over my mother. We lived in 
a low-income neighborhood where there was a lot of community violence. In my 
neighborhood, it was common for couples to fight physically. I remember witnessing 
physical fights in the street between heterosexual couples and no one did anything about 
it. At the time, I thought physical conflict was normal and did not understand how it was 
potentially harmful to my development and identity or my community. 
Given my experiences and beliefs, I assumed that young adults who had 
witnessed IPV in their youth would reflect on their experiences of powerlessness and 
voicelessness during their adolescence and young adulthood. Since I believe that an 
individual’s self-identity is a reflection of his or her development, I believed, for 
example, that a young African American adolescent female who had witnessed IPV in 
her family would have feelings of low self-esteem, low self-worth, and being unlovable. 
As a result, she might engage in risky sexual behavior and be victimized in peer and 
romantic relationships. I believed that she would engage in these behaviors because of 
her own inadequate self-concept. 
Another personal assumption was that adolescents and young adults would begin 
to realize the impact of witnessing IPV when they began to form relationships, both 
romantic and platonic. I assumed that the prevalence of IPV in lower income 
communities with community violence would increase the chances of youth witnessing 
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IPV. Also, I assumed African American young adults would talk about their struggles 
with self-worth and self-esteem and how their experiences witnessing IPV as a person of 
color affected those feelings. Further, I assumed that some individuals would have 
experiences with delinquency and other behaviors that would put them at risk for 
harming themselves or others (e.g., gang violence, drug use, prostitution). 
During the research process, I continued to bracket my assumptions and 
experiences in order to prevent overshadowing the participants’ experiences with the 
phenomenon. At the same time, I was aware that my experiences were helpful in this 
research process. I had the ability to understand some individuals’ experiences of 
witnessing IPV as low-income African American youth. Importantly, I believed that 
young adult African Americans who witnessed IPV as low-income youth would give 
voice to other young adults and youth who were experiencing or witnessing IPV. I 
believe this research to be important because interventions and policies are needed to 




CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
This chapter will review results from the present study that explored the experiences 
of low-income African American males and females whom witnessed intimate partner 
violence (IPV) during their youth and the impact it had on self-identity and development. 
To begin, a demographic picture of participants will be provided.  Next, each of the four 
categories (experience of witnessing IPV, impact of IPV on self-identity and 
development, experience of being a low-income youth, and experience of being African 
American) will be discussed, including a synthesis of each of the four categories.  
Interview questions pertaining to “help” for youth whom witness IPV were added to 
address the clinical implications of working with this specific population, and will be 
explicated in Chapter 5. 
Participants 
Information about the participants was obtained from a demographic 
questionnaire (Appendix D). To protect each participant’s confidentiality, pseudonyms 
were assigned prior to the start of interviews. All personal identification was removed.   
Ten African American young adults between the ages of 21 and 29 participated in 
this study. One participant was married with 2 children; 4 were single (never married) 
with children (2 participants with 2 children, 1 with 1 child, and 1 with 3 children); and 5 
were single with no children. Regarding education, 3 participants had some high school; 
5 had graduated high school with some college; 1 had an undergraduate degree; and 1 
had a graduate degree. All of the participants reported coming from a low-income family 




























































































#2 Aaron Male 26 Some 
High 
School 





#3 Moose Male 29 Some 
College 





#4 Tina Female 21 Some 
College 





#5 Marvin Male 23 Some 
High 
School 





#6 Nancy Female 28 College 
Graduate 
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#7 Aaliyah Female 26 Some 
College 





#8 Ciara Female 21 Some 
High 
School 





#9 Daina Female 26 Some 
College 





#10 Tammy Female 29 Graduate 
School 
Graduate 







Phenomenological Data Analysis 
Data collection was gathered via 90 minute semi-structured interviews. All of the study 
participants responded to the following semi-structured interview questions: 
1. What has your experience of witnessing IPV been like?  
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2. How were you impacted as an adolescent by these experiences?  
3. What is your experience of how the community you lived in as a youth impacted 
your  
experience of witnessing IPV?  
4. How do you think witnessing IPV growing up impacted your relationships with 
your  
primary caretakers/parents, romantic partners, and friendships? 
5. How do you think it has impacted the relationships that you have now?  
6. What has your experience of witnessing IPV been like for you as an adult? 
7. What is your experience of help for youth who witness IPV?   
8. From your experience what help do you think is needed for youth whom witness 
IPV? 
Data analysis was performed based on the categories upon which the study focused. 
These were: the experience of witnessing IPV, the impact of IPV on self-identity and 
development, the experience of being a low-income youth, and the experience of being 
African American. Below are the findings and interpretations for each category. After a 
textural description is provided within each theme, a structural description is presented 
for each.  
Experience of Witnessing IPV 
General Themes  
1. Feeling scared/unsafe 
2. Wanting/trying to help defend victim/helplessness 
3. Awareness that experienced IPV was wrong and negative impact on relationship
 with father/father figure 
4. Use of adaptive/maladaptive coping mechanisms  




Feeling scared/unsafe. Seven participants reported feeling fearful/scared and/or 
unsafe within their home.  
 Textural description of feeling scared/unsafe.  Raymond was afraid to be alone 
with his aunt and uncle when they were drunk. He felt scared and did not know what to 
do in that situation. The fact that he was alone was even scarier.  
“Probably when I was younger, at a point in time, I was a little scared, with my 
uncle and aunt a little bit, like, just to be around when there was nobody else 
there, and they were drunk sometimes yeah…….in front of me.  You know, as 
you're young, a lot of things could be touchy.” 
 
Daina felt afraid when her mother and boyfriend fought in front of her. There was 
a sense of apprehension because she did not know what her mother’s boyfriend was 
capable of. She assumed that if he became abusive with her mother he would become 
abusive with her.   
 
“I was scared when he came to the house cause, he came with my mom and you
 know I didn’t know like, you know like, I just was always scared like if he would
 hit my mom in front of me, he might hit me.”  
 
Ciara experienced fear after seeing her father choke his girlfriend during an 
argument. The primary thought that she had in that moment was to call her siblings so 
that she could leave because she was afraid.   
“I really don’t know, at first they started arguing he took her in the room, and you
 know they argued, and then the door got busted open, and I just saw her getting
 choked….and I just ran, I ran out the room and cried….and called my sisters and
 stuff. So it was scary.”  
 
Tammy had a similar experience with her father. When she saw him being 
aggressive towards her mother for the first time, she and her sister were afraid and did not 
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know what to do. She was aware that things were going on before the witnessed event, 
but this experience was confirmation that abuse was happening between her parents. 
“We just were kind of….I remember being really scared at the time with seeing
 that there, I definitely remember experiencing it and it was really scary for me
 and my sister too, we really didn’t know what to do, and that definitely was one of
 the first times I knew it was probably things going on before, but yeah it was
 definitely the first time that I actually saw something physical.” 
 
Likewise, Tammy was afraid when she heard things being tossed or thrown, 
feeling as if nothing could be done. Although she could not see anything, she was afraid 
that since she heard things being tossed there was fighting involved too. Due to this 
assumption, all she could do was cry. She experienced her father as controlling towards 
her mother and noticed how things got worse when her little sister was born. Tammy 
began to notice the IPV and the mental abuse on the part of her father. 
“….she was just fed up he was very controlling, didn’t let her go anywhere, she 
couldn’t even go to the store like you know around that time it got really bad my 
little sister she was born---and we would hear things thrown around at this point 
in time they did close the door but yeah it was really scary like whenever we hear 
things thrown we would just all start crying.”  
 
Another participant, Aaliyah experienced fear when her father became abusive, 
but helped her mother despite how she felt.  At an early age, she learned about the type of 
person she did not want to be with in a relationship. 
 
“I was scared but I wanted to help my mom and that’s what I did, help my mom 
and he taught me some lessons I wanna say, even me having to ever have to deal 
with anybody.” 
 
Both Aaliyah and Tammy identified with the victim (their mother), by being 
intimidated, timid, and apprehensive in their father’s presence. Aaliyah feared her father 
because of witnessing his aggression towards her mother. This experience forced her to 
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view him in a negative way. She still loved her father, but also was afraid of him because 
of what he did to her mother. In addition, there was the constant experience of feeling 
anxious. Despite her love for her father, his aggression towards her mother changed how 
she saw him. 
“Well you know we always was a little leery of our father, he was a little scary at
 times, we loved him but he was scary at times, being that we had to witness a
 couple of things, he was a little scary but he never hit us like that, I mean I don’t
 know it made us look at him a little different.”  
 
Tammy had these same feelings of apprehension and fear towards her father. She 
could not be herself when her father was around. She was worried that her father would 
become aggressive with her mother.  
“I was scared a lot I was it felt like we were always on edge with my dad around 
like we were all kind of timid, even my mom it wasn’t the same when he was there 
it felt like we were all walking on eggshells because we were kinda scared that he 
would kinda get aggressive with my mother or something like that.”  
 
Moose’s experience of witnessing IPV was traumatizing. He was awakened by his 
mother one morning to find out that her teeth had been knocked out.  
“It was me, my mom, my sister, and the boyfriend staying in the house and I woke 
up in the morning, and my mother was like, you know, getting me up for school 
and it was dark in the house and she was like, "I wanna show you something so 
you don’t be  scared", you know, and she took me in the bathroom turned the light 
on and her teeth was missing, and dude had got drunk and knocked her teeth out, 
I mean like her front teeth, and that was traumatizing.” 
 
Both Moose and Daina had anger as well as fear when viewing their mothers’ 
abuse. Daina was angry but her fear superseded any thoughts of helping her mother. 
Daina also was frustrated because her mother consistently accepted her boyfriend back. It 




“….like angry and kinda like, was just scared and wanted to help my mom but 
just scared  at the same time and like after would be like why is she even still with 
him?” 
 
Moose felt angry and scared because he did not know what to do about his 
mother’s abuse. Moose felt something needed to be done about his mother’s teeth being 
knocked out. He looked, not to his mother, but to his sister for guidance. It seemed that 
the only choice he and his sister had was to become physical with their mother’s 
boyfriend because of the anger they felt.  
“I remember when she showed me that her teeth was knocked out, sh** I was
 scared, I was upset and I ain’t really know what to do, so I just ran to my sister
 and she 10 years older than me so I if I was like 6 or 7, she was 16, 17, and she
 was the one that grabbed something first and I just followed big sis and sh** we
 just went to work, I don’t really remember much we was just hitting him and you
 know, just being mad.” 
Another participant Marvin had a frightening experience because his aunt’s 
partner was physically abusive towards her. Marvin’s aunt’s boyfriend was a large man 
and, as a child, he felt helpless.  
“Oh yeah, just sit back and watch, that’s all we could do….it was like frightening,
 yeah cause he was a kinda stocky dude.”  
 
Marvin and Tammy felt unsafe and wanted to leave their homes due to witnessing 
IPV. Marvin felt the same uneasiness that Tammy and Aaliyah felt about their father or 
caregiver being present in the home.  Marvin was afraid for his sister while his aunt’s 
boyfriend was in the house. When the boyfriend was there, Marvin was unable to sleep. 
Although his aunt’s boyfriend had not done anything physical to him or his sister, he was 
still uncomfortable with his presence. These continuous thoughts kept him feeling unsafe 
until his aunt’s boyfriend left the home or fell asleep. Marvin did not want to be there and 
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wished that his mother would come to get him. He felt forced to live in an environment 
filled with violence, and he wanted to leave his home.  
“Yeah especially with my sister being in the house, I didn’t know what he would
 do with her in the house, he ain’t do nothin but, that was running through my
 head too….yeah and like I didn’t even like sleeping in that house until he was
 sleep [laughs] Man I had to get out of there, [laughs]…I had to tell my mom man
 she gotta hurry up and do something about getting a house and getting us outta
 here.”  
 
“Well I have no choice but to be in it, you know I couldn’t go nowhere, my mom 
was out there, and my dad was nowhere to be found, I was forced to be there, if I 
could’ve got away I would’ve got away I was forced to be in that situation……So 
I was like kinda forced in a situation I ain't wanna be in.” 
Tammy felt unsafe and preferred to stay at her grandparents’ house rather than her 
own because of the witnessed IPV.  Her grandparents’ house was safe.  Although 
Tammy’s grandmother did not live in the best neighborhood, she still believed that it was 
safer than her parents’ house. It was a lot for Tammy to deal with seeing her mother get 
hit, and she would rather stay away from home.  
“Dealing with seeing our mom get hit was a whole other thing, we didn’t want to
 come home sometimes, we felt safe at our grandmother’s house she lived right up
 the street from us, and she was in a poor neighborhood as well, but we felt safe
 with her and, our step-grandfather at the time. We would prefer to go there
 and we looked forward to the weekends because we was staying at her house
 every weekend.”  
Structural description of feeling scared/unsafe. The life world existentials 
displayed within this theme were lived time, lived space, lived body, and lived relation to 
other. 
In the context of lived time, childhood represented fear, vulnerability, and a loss 
of safety. Participants feared for the lives of their mothers or caregivers as well as their 
own. They experienced fear when their parents fought because they feared that they 
themselves would be hurt. “I just was always scared like if he would hit my mom in front 
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of me he might hit me.” This was a consistent worry and it affected the participant’s 
natural way of being when the abuser was present. They could not be themselves due to 
the fear of a violent event occurring. “We always was a little leery of our father, he was a 
little scary at times.” “It felt like we were all walking on eggshells because we were 
kinda scared that he would like kinda get aggressive with my mother.” Participants did 
not have the luxury of living a “normal” childhood. The childhood ideal of living in a 
safe and happy world was lost to them. Childhood became a time where the world 
became a dangerous place and they could get hurt, even in their homes. Unfortunately, 
home did not represent a place of safety and tranquility. 
In the context of lived space, home was a place that lacked safety, and instilled 
fear. As a result of the participants’ experiences of witnessing IPV, feeling the need to 
protect their mothers/victims, and being afraid of their fathers/abusers, they felt unsafe in 
the home. When the abuser was away there was relief in the home space. When he was 
present, fear and worry surfaced. “I was scared when he came to the house.” “Yes and 
like I didn’t even like sleeping in that house until he was sleep.” “I was scared a lot I was 
it felt like we were always on edge with my dad around like we were all kind of timid.”  
Their fear and worry were associated with the abusers’ presence due to the potentiality of 
abuse.  
Home was also a space where participants were powerless. Even the kids who felt 
the need to protect their mothers or caregivers felt apprehensive in the home. Participants 
lived in fear while coping with a situation from which they could not escape and felt 
trapped in. “I was forced to be there, if I could’ve got away I would’ve got away I was 
forced to be in that situation.” Homes outside of their own became a place of peace and 
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safety. “We didn’t want to come home sometimes, we felt safe at our grandmother’s 
house.”  This participant’s grandmother’s house was safe and gave her the support and 
protection that she lacked when she was home with her parents.  
In the next life world existential, lived body, participants were vulnerable and 
helpless. They were too young to help the victim, which led them to feel defeated. They 
were up against something far bigger, far mightier than themselves, a thing that felt too 
impossible to overcome. “I couldn’t help, I’m so young and I’m so little, as if what more 
could I do?” "I was scared and upset; I didn’t know what to do.” “Just sit back and 
watch that’s all we could do.” “I was scared, I was upset and I ain't really know what to 
do.” Participants did not know what to do and, for some participants, feeling scared 
outweighed the ability to help when the violence occurred. 
Others identified with the victim and reacted based on the fear of their mothers or 
caregivers getting hurt. “I was scared but I wanted to help my mother and that’s what I 
did.” Participants were pre-occupied with their mothers’ or caregivers’ safety and did not 
think about themselves. “She was the one that grabbed something first and I just followed 
big sis and sh** we just went to work.” These participants did not have a typical parent-
child dynamic when it came to protection. Participants’ relationships with their parents 
were inverted whereby the children became the parents and instinctively protected the 
mothers or caregivers when they saw that they were in danger. These participants were 
unaware of the source of their strength. Protecting the mother created a loss of the child’s 
sense of protection due to this role reversal.  
 In the context of lived relation, participants’ relationships with their parents were 
different from typical parent-child relationships. They did not have protection from their 
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mothers or caregivers. There was anxiety from both the participants and their mothers or 
caregivers because they did not want another violent event to occur. “We were all kind of 
timid, even my mom, it wasn’t the same when he was there it felt like we were all walking 
on eggshells.” Furthermore, there was the loss of a father figure in their lives. These 
participants did not view their fathers as a protector or hero, but more as a person that 
exemplified danger to their well-being. “He (father) was a little scary at times, we loved 
him, but he was scary.” “I was scared a lot I was, it felt like we were always on edge with 
my dad around.”  
Wanting/trying to help protect the victim/helplessness. Seven participants had 
the experience of helping or wanting to help the victim, but felt helpless. There was much 
commonality among the participants in their experience of wanting to help the victim. 
However, feelings of helplessness occurred for some when IPV was present. 
Textural description of wanting/trying to help protect the victim/helplessness. 
Tina wanted to help the victim but was afraid that, if she attempted to do so, it would lead 
to problems for her. She believed that there was nothing she could gain from helping 
because of the victim’s acceptance of the abuser. 
“…you wanna jump in it, but you know they gonna be right back with them it’s
 not gonna benefit you, it’s gonna get you into some trouble……I tried to break it
 up.”  
When an instance of abuse occurred between her sister and her sister’s boyfriend, 
Tina had to take a position of protecting her sister. It did not matter to Tina what the 
situation was or where they were. She did not care about the risk involved with helping 
her sister. Her sister’s well-being was more important to her. 
“Yeah one day we was coming from the old country buffet, he was mad cause he 
wanted to  ride with his cousin and me and my sister Mika, and her friend was 
gonna ride together, and when we got to Buffalo to meet back up, he said we went 
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another way, she went to go see a dude, he  jumped on her, we on the middle of 
the street right here near the university train station, jumps out wanna fight 
her…umm that’s my sister imma try to help her.”  
Marvin had an experience with helping his aunt when her boyfriend became 
abusive. Marvin called the police, but it resulted in his aunt’s boyfriend retaliating. He 
wanted to stay anonymous because of the potential outcome of his aunt’s boyfriend 
knowing he had called. As a result of calling the police, his aunt’s boyfriend took all of 
their things and they were left with nothing.  
“But could have called the cops….I tried that one time and he went crazy.…. Oh
 he didn’t know I called, he just went crazy on her thinking she had somebody call
 the cops he just went crazy on her, and actually, he took everything.”  
Aaliyah called the police because her father raped her mother. She knew it was 
the end of her parent’s relationship after that incident occurred. She realized that her dad 
was not in his right mind. In another instance, Aaliyah helped her mother by physically 
pulling her father off when she saw him hitting her. Aaliyah had to help her mother and 
aunt; she had to leave her baby sister behind in order to help them.  
“…because he was, actually my dad was acting like a psycho jumping out of 
trees, and hiding out in cars, and acting like a crazy person, and he had actually 
came in I guess and he raped my mom or whatever it was, and she left him alone 
for sure, we called the police and everything and they never worked it out, they 
never went back together, and that’s how everything ended.” 
“Yes well actually when I was younger, I witnessed my father hit on my mother 
and I helped her out when I was like 11 years old, he tried to kick her and I 
grabbed him and I threw him on the ground and he got up and ran like a maniac 
and my aunt was there too, he beat up my aunt too and he ran off, and I also had 
my little, sister there, she was a baby at the time and I had threw her in the snow 
bank.” 
Aaliyah had a sense of pride due to her courage and ability to help her mother and 
aunt. She realized that she had to make a sacrifice by throwing her little sister in a snow 
bank in order to help her mother and aunt from getting attacked by her father.  Based on 
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that experience, Aaliyah knew that she did not want her child to go through this type of 
circumstance. She did not want her child to help her because of her own helplessness.  
“I do think number one, wow at 11 years old I seen a man enraged beating up my 
aunt and my mom at the same time and I still had the courage enough to throw my 
little sister in the snow bank and help my mom and them out. I do look at that and 
I think that was a really, really, good brave thing that I’ve done and I think that 
when I look back on it I would  never want my child to have to see me go through 
that and my child have to be the one to really save me.” 
Daina took a passive aggressive stance when it came to helping her mother. She 
screamed and cried because, at times, it helped to stop the abuse in the moment. Although 
she was alone while witnessing IPV, she realized that the dog was reactive to the abuse as 
well. 
“Crying, yelling for my mom, and that sometimes it would make him stop and
 other times it wouldn’t and then we had a dog at the time, so the dog would be
 going crazy with me.” 
Participants also experienced frustration with the victims when helping them. For 
example, the helper was frustrated with the victim’s non-appreciative reaction when the 
victim became upset that the police were called. 
Tina was frustrated when she tried to help her sister during a violent fight with her 
boyfriend. She got upset when her sister defended her abusive boyfriend after she called 
the police for her. She felt that her sister should have been grateful for the help instead of 
questioning her about why she did it.  
“When you call the cops, “why you call the cops” like why wouldn’t I call the 
cops, you should be happy that I called the cops to save you!”  
 
Tina expressed to her sister that the abuse she endured was wrong. Tina did not 
understand why her sister wanted to be with her abusive boyfriend. She was disappointed 
by the fact that her sister’s boyfriend told her to leave him and her sister remained with 
him anyway. She was also frustrated because her sister often made excuses for his abuse 
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towards her. This eventually put Tina in a defeated position. Due to this feeling, Tina 
believed that it was impossible to help if her sister continued to accept her abusive 
boyfriend.  
 
“I can say every time I was around, if Derrick ever tried to put his hands on her I 
tried to help Mika I called the police for her, I think Mika is more connected to 
him because she won’t leave him alone. He even be like, “just go” but she won’t 
go, she won’t go.” 
“He just so jealous, I try to talk to her all the time. She be like, “Tina he 
don’t…..he don’t” and she always make an excuse for him. “He don’t mean it like 
that” “It look like to me like he tryin to hurt you.” 
“How can I help you, and you take him back?” 
Nancy felt conflicted about helping her mother when her step-father was abusive.  
He was a father figure to her, and she loved him. At times, she tried to help her mother by 
intervening when she and her step-father fought. However, she did not call the police 
because of the threat that her step-father would go to jail. She also was concerned 
because her family was not financially stable without him. She believed that the 
consequences of calling the police superseded her step-father’s abuse towards her mother.  
“To be honest, I tried one time and it was something, I dialed 9-1, and I couldn’t 
dial the one….it was something that made me stop because even though he was 
my step father he was someone that raised me and loved me and took care of me, 
and he really never touched me as far as put his hands on me besides pushing me 
out the way when I tried to get in between the arguments, so you know I felt bad if 
I was to call the police like he’s gonna go to jail, and how would my mom be able 
to make it on her own, or pay her own bills without him there, you know so I think 
she just kinda dealt with it, you know what I’m saying.” 
Raymond also felt conflicted because he did not know what to do when his aunt 
and uncle would fight. Raymond tried to determine what was the right or wrong thing to 
do. He was not sure about whether or not to call the police.  
“Yeah, it's not knowing what to do -- should I call the cops or shouldn't I.….And
 what's the wrong thing.” 
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Three of the participants had feelings of helplessness while witnessing IPV 
between their parents or caregivers. The participants felt helpless because they were too 
young and knew that there was nothing they could do about the situation. They also felt 
helpless because their mothers or caregivers would not move on from their abusive 
partners.  
Tina, Marvin, and Tammy all had experiences of helplessness when they 
witnessed IPV. All these participants could do was cry, sit back and watch, or express 
their feelings non-verbally.  Within these descriptions, there was a dominant feeling of 
helplessness primarily because they were children. Tina felt that because of her age and 
size she could not do much to help. She also felt helpless because her sister would defend 
her abusive boyfriend.  
 “Like I couldn’t help, I’m so young and I’m so little, what more could I do? I
 always ask her why and she be like “he didn’t mean it, he told me he wasn’t
 gonna do it again” I been hearing that for so many years now….all I can do is
 shake my head.”  
Marvin remembered how abusive his aunt’s boyfriend was and knew that he 
could not do anything while the abuse was taking place. This experience left an 
impression on his mind because of how bad his aunt was beaten.  
“Oh I remember what the argument was and all that it was over….he was in jail 
and I guess she was creeping around while he was in jail and he got out and 
found out about it and beat her real bad…… Oh yeah, just sit back and watch, 
that’s all we could do.”  
Tammy also experienced helplessness after witnessing her father become abusive 
towards her mother. She and her sister could only respond emotionally to the violence 
that they witnessed. 
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“Well this was before my little sister was born----he had pushed her really hard, 
he kinda threw her up against the wall while she was pregnant and she was 
scared she was gonna miscarry and me and my sister all we did was sit and cry 
didn’t call the police or anything like that.”  
In Marvin’s experience, he felt threatened by his aunt’s boyfriend, who was much 
bigger than he was. He believed that his aunt’s boyfriend did not have anything to lose 
because he had been in jail. He felt guilty when he heard his aunt call him for help and he 
did not come to her aid. It negatively affected him and his self-concept even though he 
knew there was nothing he could do. 
“A little bit, because I know my aunt was looking at us….like calling for help and 
we couldn’t give it to her and it made me feel low as a person….but I couldn’t I 
was so young and the dude was big as ever and he just got out of jail….he was a 
big dude.” 
Structural description of wanting/trying to help victim/helplessness. The life 
world existentials displayed in this theme were lived time, lived body, and lived relation 
to other. 
 In regards to lived time, participants’ childhoods were filled with feelings of fear 
and vulnerability when witnessing IPV. The aggressiveness of the abuser was 
intimidating and it left participants feeling helpless. “I was scared and upset; I did not 
know what to do.” “I just ran out of the room and cried.” “Just sit back and watch; that’s 
all we could do.” There was a dominant feeling of helplessness primarily due to the fact 
that they were children. They also saw their mothers’ pain and they did not want that for 
their lives. For example, one participant connected to her mother’s helplessness as she got 
older. As a result, it impacted the life that she saw for herself and her children.  This was 
not a position that she wanted to be in or subject her children to. It would be devastating 
to have to relive the pain of helplessness and watch her precious children grow up and 
suffer around such conditions. “I would never want my child to have to see me go 
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through that and my child have to be the one to really save me.” This statement reflected 
the participant’s experience of feeling vulnerable, and exposed. She did not have 
protection from her mother.  
In the experience of lived body, participants adopted a protective role for their 
mothers or caregivers. Responsibility was placed on them to help their mothers or 
caregivers when the abuse was present. “I was scared but I wanted to help my mother 
and that’s what I did.” “He jumps out wanna fight her…umm that’s my sister imma try to 
help her.” “He tried to kick her and I grabbed him and threw him on the ground.” For 
most participants, there was no choice but to help the victim, she needed to be saved.  
There was awareness of the courage it took to help their mothers or caregivers 
because of the potential risk of getting hurt. “I do look at that and I think that was a 
really, really, good brave thing that I’ve done.” “I seen a man enraged beating my aunt 
and mom at the same time and I still had the courage.” This participant knew how much 
courage she had when it came to helping her mother and aunt. There was tremendous risk 
involved to her own life and well-being; there was an instinctual response to help 
regardless of the consequences. Some of the participants had to become the protector as 
children because of their mothers’ or caregivers’ helplessness. They also attempted to 
help the victim realize that they were in a dangerous and hurtful situation. “You should be 
happy I called the cops to save you!” “…..she always make an excuse for him…It look 
like to me he tryin to hurt you.”  They questioned their mothers’ or caregivers’ acceptance 
of the abuser and became frustrated. “Why is she still even with him?” 
 Other participants were helpless children that could not do anything to protect 
their mothers or caregivers. They felt guilty about not being able to help their mothers or 
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caregivers. At the same time, they realized that their age and size prevented them from 
doing anything to help   “I know my aunt was looking at us….like calling for help and we 
couldn’t give it to her and it made me feel low as a person….but I couldn’t...” There was 
a feeling of continuous guilt and powerlessness around helping their mothers or 
caregivers. “I couldn’t help, I’m so young and I’m so little, what more could I do?” “I 
couldn’t I was so young and the dude was big as ever and he just got out of jail.” 
 In the context of lived relation to other, participant relationships with the victim 
were significant. This relationship involved continuous frustration and worry for the 
victim. “You wanna jump in it, but you know they gonna be right back with them.” For 
some, there was the experience of powerlessness due to the victim’s acceptance of the 
abuser. “How can I help you and you take him back?” Feelings of helplessness also 
would surface when the victim made excuses for the abuser. “She says “he didn’t mean 
it, he told me he wasn’t gonna do it again.” I been hearing that for so many years 
now….all I can do is shake my head.” Some participants had situations where there was 
loyalty to the victim and the abuser that influenced their decision to call the police during 
a violent incident. “I felt bad if I was to call the police like he’s gonna go to jail, and how 
would my mom be able to make it on her own, or pay her own bills without him there.” 
This participant not only had to think of the abuse but also what it meant if the abuser, her 
father figure, was to go to jail.  
This participant was concerned with their financial situation because they lacked 
the natural necessities to survive life. She knew that they would struggle financially as a 
result of her step-father’s absence. This thought, along with wanting what was best for 
her, the abuser, and the victim influenced her decision.  “I dialed 9-1, and I couldn’t dial 
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the one….it was something that made me stop because even though he was my step father 
he was someone that raised me and loved me and took care of me.” 
Awareness that experienced IPV was wrong and negative impact on 
relationship with father. Seven participants knew that witnessing IPV was wrong. They 
were aware that their fathers or caregivers should not have been abusive to their mothers 
or caregivers. These beliefs and experiences impacted participants’ relationships and 
views of their fathers or caregivers.  
Textural description of awareness that experienced IPV was wrong and 
negative impact on relationship with father. Based on Aaliyah’s experiences of 
witnessing her father hit her mom, she began to have an understanding of what love did 
not look like within romantic relationships. She learned that love did not equate to hurt, 
even if the abuser stated that he loved the victim.  Aaliyah also questioned hurt from 
hitting within other relationships. 
“I knew it wasn’t right for him to be hitting on my mom, I knew that if anything, I
 never felt like it was a way for somebody to say that they loved you either, that’s
 why I could never really understand a whooping, but okay [laughs], you hitting
 me it’s hurting, even if I am bad it hurt me just now.” 
Marvin had the same feeling. He believed that it was wrong for his aunt’s 
boyfriend to be abusive towards her, and tried to understand why the abuse happened. He 
believed that his aunt’s boyfriend was abusive because he had issues of control and low 
self-esteem. 
“Yeah, it was just wrong to me, I didn’t understand it at first, it was a control
 thing, he had low self-esteem I guess that’s what it was, he was scared she was
 gonna find something  better than him, than what he was providing which was
 getting hit.”   
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Raymond had negative feelings surrounding the witnessed IPV. The experiences 
of witnessing IPV turned him against it.  
“It wasn't a good feeling, all them different feelings I was going through as a kid 
seeing it. So it kind of made me feel a little against it.” 
Nancy experienced sympathy for both the victim (her mother) and the abuser (her 
step-father). She knew that it was wrong, but she tried to justify why it was happening.  
Her justifying the abuse made it easier for her to deal with witnessing IPV. Nancy felt 
conflicted about the abuse between her mother and step-father because she believed that 
he loved her mother, who was at that time, addicted to drugs. She thought that he was 
abusive to her because he wanted to help her stop using drugs.  At times, she would be 
angry with her step-father but, over time, she accepted her step-father’s rationalization 
that he was trying to help her mother stop using drugs because he loved her. This 
rationalization allowed her to resume a relationship with her step-father.  
“I felt sympathy for both of them cause I knew that financially a lot of money 
wasn’t coming in, but then I felt bad for her because I’m like, “well he shouldn’t 
be hitting her that’s wrong” but then like I said as I got older, I thought what he 
was doing was okay and what the reasons he was doing was justifiable, so I 
started to build a relationship with him again, and I guess in a sense accept him 
again.” 
“Like why were you doing what you were doing to her….like hitting her and stuff 
like that, like I said was kinda pissed off at what he did but I tried to justify what 
he did being okay with him saying well  this is why he did what he did because he 
loved her, once the financial issues came out the door and drugs came into play 
that’s when I was like okay well I tried to make a sense of things this is why he did 
it because he loved her and didn’t want her to be on drugs.” 
 
Four of the participants felt that witnessing IPV negatively impacted their 
relationships with their fathers or caregivers. Some lost respect for their fathers or 
caregivers, while others distanced themselves from them. 
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Ciara began to see her father differently after she witnessed his physical 
aggression in his relationship. Witnessing her father become abusive shattered her 
positive perception of him. Initially, she saw her father as affectionate and loving, and she 
did not expect her father to be an abuser. After witnessing his aggression, she did not 
want anything to do with him, she now saw him as a bad person. 
“I looked at him totally different. I never saw that side of him like, you know he
 was always nice and he talked all sweet to me, and I looked at him as a totally
 different person…….Like he no good, like it made me not really want….I didn’t
 want to talk to him, I didn’t want to be around him, it made me just look at him
 totally different, like just a whole other person, like I never expected my dad to be
 like that.” 
Aaliyah’s relationship with her father was negatively impacted. She lost respect 
for her father over time after witnessing him become violent. She lost respect for him not 
only because of the abuse towards her mother but also because he had not been there for 
her. He was out in the streets instead of doing the right thing and being there for her. The 
streets were more important to her father than her. Based on those experiences, Aaliyah 
only wanted to deal with her father on an as-needed basis. She loved her father and cared 
about his well-being, but she had issues with how he left her behind.  Although she had 
this view of her relationship with her father, she was still curious about what happened 
within their relationship. 
“Well I think he should know too that me seeing him do that made me loose a 
little respect in him running out on us at that and rather be in the streets instead 
of doing the right thing you know is made me lose a little respect for him. He did, 
it made me not even really want to deal with him unless I got to, I don’t want to 
see him die or nothing like that, but I don’t know what happened with us.” 
In Ciara’s case, she and her father did not speak. Their relationship was affected 
when he abandoned her. Similar to Aaliyah, Ciara’s relationship with her father was 
impacted because he was not available to her. Her father abandoned her and her sisters. 
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She held him accountable for what he did, and also knew that she needed a father in her 
life. She knew his lack of support and presence affected her and her relationship with 
him. 
“We don’t talk at all, I don’t like talking to him…..yeah……, it’s mostly that like 
he wasn’t in my life, he wasn’t around like you know he should’ve been there he 
shoulda played the father role for me and my sisters like he wasn’t around for us. 
And I really think that had a lot, it has a lot to do with it.” 
Both Ciara and Tammy were hurt by their fathers because of the witnessed IPV. 
Ciara was a “daddy’s girl,” they were close and he did everything for her. It made her 
believe that he was the best father. When she witnessed him become violent, she no 
longer saw him in a positive way.  As she matured and her view of her father changed, 
she and her father distanced themselves from one other.  
 “Yeah like you know I was daddy’s girl, he got me everything I wanted and stuff 
you know he was the best dad that’s how I looked at it at first, and then after I 
saw that stuff he did it made me and him kinda distanced ourselves and we really 
stopped talking, I got older and you know.” 
Tammy, on the other hand, was angry and taken back because her father had not 
changed from the person he was when he was with her mother. When he was 
unremorseful and nonchalant about the things he had done in his life, it made her think 
that he did not care about her mother or herself and her sisters. It also meant that he did 
not realize the negative impact his actions had on her life. She felt that his viewpoints and 
disposition continued to affect her relationship with him over time. 
“Oh yeah most definitely like I said he’s still the same guy he was when we were 
kids, yeah he really frustrates me, he really does, and I remember one time he told 
me he had no regrets and I’m thinking really you have no regrets at all? After all 
the things you put my mom through, and all the things you put us through as kids 
in not being there for us, it was just really frustrating for me. I feel like those 
things definitely impacted my relationship with him greatly.” 
80 
 
Aaron, in particular, had a general statement when it came to how he felt about his 
father. Aaron hated his father for being abusive towards his mother. 
 “It was more like hatred, you know…..my father.” 
Structural description of the awareness that the experienced IPV was wrong. 
The life world existentials displayed within this theme were lived time, and lived relation 
to other. 
In the context of lived time, there were life lessons learned as a result of 
witnessing IPV. There was the discovery that relationships were supposed to be void of 
violence. “I knew it wasn’t right for him to be hitting on my mom; I knew that if 
anything.” “Yeah, it was just wrong to me, I didn’t understand.” They understood that it 
was not acceptable for someone to say that they loved someone when they hurt them. 
When participants reached adolescence, they thought more complexly about why IPV 
was present between their parents or caregivers. “Well he shouldn’t be hitting her that’s 
wrong.” “As I got older, I thought what he was doing was okay and what the reasons he 
was doing was justifiable.” As children, they were unable to understand why the abuse 
took place. “Like why were you doing what you were doing to her….like hitting her and 
stuff like that?”  They only had the ability to focus on their feelings of fear and 
helplessness.  
This complexity and understanding of why the abuse happened helped some 
participants continue to have a relationship with their fathers or caregivers. “Like I said 
was kinda pissed off at what he did but I tried to justify what he did being okay with him 
saying well  this is why he did what he did because he loved her.” Justification helped 
this participant to continue having a relationship with her step-father because he had been 
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there for her in ways that her biological father had not. They attempted to make sense of 
and had personal views about the abuse that took place within their parents’ relationships. 
For one participant, the abuse that her mother endured came from a place of love. “He 
did it because he loved her.” While another saw the abuse her mother endured as lack of 
love. “I never felt like it was a way for somebody to say they loved you.” 
In regards to lived relation to other, participants’ relationships with the abuser 
were affected, especially if he was their father. There were distraught feelings and views 
of their fathers or caregivers as a result of the witnessed IPV. “He no good, as if it made 
me not really want…..I did not want to talk to him.” “We don’t talk at all; I don’t like 
talking to him.” “He did, it made me not even really want to deal with him unless I got 
to.” “Well I think, I think he should know too that me seeing him do that made me lose a 
little respect in him.” This experience was very distressing for them. The respect and 
closeness with their fathers were severely impacted as a result. When some participants 
witnessed their fathers or caregivers become abusive, it shattered their positive 
perceptions of them. Some were also appalled by their fathers’ or caregivers’ behavior 
because their experiences with them were to the contrary.  “He was the best dad that’s 
how I looked at it at first, and then after I saw that stuff he did it made me and him kinda 
distanced ourselves.” “I never saw that side of him like, you know he was always nice 
and he talked all sweet to me and I looked at him as a totally different person…….Like he 
no good.”  Their fathers were no longer seen as a “hero” or “protector” in their lives, but 
more as a danger and threat to their well-being.  
There were experiences of hatred, anger, and disappointment toward their fathers 
for what they did to their mothers or caregivers in the past. “It was more like hatred, you 
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know…..my father.” “He’s still the same guy he was when we were kids, yeah he really 
frustrates me, he really does.” “I never expected my dad to be like that.” One participant 
however justified her step-father’s abuse towards her mother so that she could continue 
her relationship with him. She cared about him and felt a sense of loyalty towards him. “I 
thought what he was doing was okay and what the reasons he was doing was justifiable, 
so I started to build a relationship with him again, and I guess in a sense accept him 
again.” Justifying the abuse was her way to keep from cutting off that relationship.  
Use of adaptive/maladaptive coping mechanisms. Three participants used 
adaptive and/or maladaptive coping mechanisms to deal with witnessing IPV. Some put 
thought about the IPV out of their minds, while others attempted to minimize it. 
Textural description of use of adaptive/maladaptive coping mechanisms. 
Three participants found ways to cope with witnessing IPV within their homes.  Nancy 
tried to minimize her mother’s abuse. At times, Nancy attempted to help, but when she no 
longer wanted to be a part of the situation, she avoided it. She forced herself to believe 
that it was not a serious issue. In order to escape and minimize the IPV, Nancy went to 
her room. However, there were times when it was real for her because she saw her 
mother’s bruises. At these times, she dealt with it by telling her step-father to stop or 
simply avoiding it.  
“Right not make too much of a big deal about it but you know my mom would try
 to hide her bruises, she would put makeup around her bruises, or even I
 remember I saw….I remember one time I saw him trying to choke her out and she
 tried to cover it up with makeup.” 
 “I would know as a child…you would know that it’s not right you know but you 
just kind of deal with it as a child so I would see it….there would be times where I 
would say stop, leave my  mom alone, you know I would get mad or just go to my 
room, just to kind of avoid it, or just to avoid being a part of it, just kinda…..I 
would kinda push…put it on the backburner like, “oh its nothing.” 
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Aaliyah had a similar experience. She blocked out her parents’ fighting to limit 
the impact of witnessing the violence though, at times, she cried.  Aaliyah’s experience of 
witnessing IPV impacted what she saw for her future relationships. She did not want to 
be in a position of being abused like her mother. 
 “Well when I was younger and I heard it here and there all I would do is block it 
out I remember sometimes I used to cry but I mean as I you know now that I’m 
older I can look back on everything I just—I hope not to be that way, I hope I 
never have to be in that position either.” 
Daina coped with her mother’s violent relationships by normalizing the situation 
due to reoccurrence.  She did not believe that her mother was in a lot of abusive 
relationships but knew that her mother’s experience of being abused happened more than 
once, to a point where she was used to it happening.  
“I don’t know about the abuse thing I never really----not that my mom was in a 
lot of abusive relationships but like, she has been in a couple so I don’t know if I 
was like, once again used to it since I was so young and seen it so young and seen 
it happen again in other relationships that she had.” 
As noted earlier, Nancy coped with witnessing IPV between her mother and step-
father by attempting to understand why her step-father was abusive. She understood the 
abuse as arising from her step-father’s wish to free her mother from drugs.   
“I think with him as he started hitting her and as I started seeing the domestic 
violence abuse, I think it’s because he was trying to keep her home, and keep her 
from not going out, and shielding her from it but thinking okay, “if I beat her or 
kick her butt, or punch her in the arm, or push her down” that she’s gonna stay in 
the house and she’s not gonna use drugs.” 
Nancy saw her step-father’s abuse as a way to help her mother get off drugs. She 
also saw that her step-father was financially stressed which could have led to the abuse. 
She felt badly for both her mother and step-father in the situation. The belief that she had 
about her step-father helping her mother not do the wrong things made her care about 
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him more.  Unlike Aaliyah, Nancy equated the abuse between her mother and step-father 
with love.  
“As I got older, I started understanding okay this is why  he did what he did to try 
to keep her from doing the wrong things, so I think I started thinking that what he 
was doing was okay like you know he hit her cause he loved her.” 
“For my dad I felt like I didn’t hate him because as again, I see he started, he was 
doing what he did to try to help her, so my step-father, I felt like I cared about him 
more because I seen him wanting to maybe help and it seem like with the financial 
issues I seen him being stressed out.” 
Structural description of the use of adaptive/maladaptive coping mechanisms. 
The lived world existentials represented within this theme were lived time, lived space, 
and lived relation to other.  
With respect to lived time, these three participants, as children, learned how to 
cope with witnessing IPV. They developed their own ways of coping in order to deal with 
the overwhelming feelings of witnessing violence. Otherwise, witnessing violence might 
have had a prominent impact on their daily lives. One participant reflected on what it was 
like to witness violence and neither wanted that life for herself nor her children. Such a 
life would entail turmoil, physical and emotional risks, and being unsafe in their homes. 
“Now that I’m older I can look back on everything I just—I hope not to be that way, I 
hope I never have to be in that position either.” Older, participants began to understand 
why the abuse was present. The abuse was justified to offset the negative emotions of 
witnessing IPV. “As I got older, I started understanding okay this is why he did what he 
did to try to keep her from doing the wrong things.” These participants tended to 
normalize and minimize the abuse that was taking place. “Right not to make too much of 
a big deal about it.” “Not that my mom was in a lot of abusive relationships but like, she 
has been in a couple, so I don’t know if I was like, once again used to it.” 
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In the context of lived space, the bedroom became a place of escape and 
avoidance from the IPV in the home, “I would get mad or just go to my room, just to kind 
of avoid it, or just to avoid being a part of it.” Also, the mind became a place of escape in 
order not to have to deal with the thoughts and feelings of witnessing IPV. The participant 
went to her own mental space where she could block out and avoid overwhelming 
emotions as the IPV took place. There was comfort in having the ability to remove 
oneself from the violent situation.  The participant locked negative feelings away in her 
mind so as not to be haunted by them while witnessing IPV. “Well when I was younger 
and I heard it here and there all I would do is block it out.” At times, the IPV was 
unbearable and she could not escape. “I remember sometime I used to cry.” 
In the context of lived relation to other, one participant justified the abuse in order 
to make sense of it and handle witnessing IPV more rationally. For this participant, her 
step-father was helping her mother to not use drugs or be out in the streets.  “I think it’s 
because he was trying to keep her home, “If I beat her or kick her butt, or punch her in 
the arm, or push her down she’s gonna stay in the house and she’s not gonna use drugs.” 
This participant’s mother’s lack of availability in her life helped her to believe that her 
step-father was trying to help her mother “He was doing what he did to try to help her.” 
She believed that if he continued to abuse her then that meant she would no longer be on 
drugs, and she would no longer be out in the streets. “He was trying to keep her 
home….and shielding her from it (the streets)”“He did what he did to try to keep her 
from doing the wrong things.” There was the implied wish for this participant that her 
mother would do the right things and be a mother again. 
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Negative experiences associated with parents or caregivers breaking up and 
getting back together. Participants experienced negative emotions when their mothers or 
caregivers accepted their abusive fathers or caregivers again. Unlike most children, some 
of these participants were not happy to have their parents or caregivers back together.  
They knew that IPV would eventually ensue. 
Textural description of negative experiences associated with parents or 
caregivers breaking up and getting back together. Three participants were frustrated 
when their parents or caregivers broke up and got back together. Aaron’s parents 
repeatedly went through this experience. Consequently, he had to grow up on his own, 
taking care of himself and his brother. Neither his mother nor his father was available to 
him. He realized that his parents’ going back and forth was a continuous pattern. After an 
IPV incident occurred, his mother left, then his father would apologize, and she would be 
back with him the next day.  
 “I know it was kind of crazy, it was like every day different and then back 
together….Like, my big stepping stone was when my mom and dad got back 
together, I was running like -- she just went and stayed with him……….Like I 
stayed there with my brother, but that's when I realized I had to step up and be a 
man……. Most of the time, it was more like, he would just apologize, and she be 
right back with him the next day, you know.” 
Tammy’s father came to her grandmother’s house as part of a “routine” of 
breaking up and getting back together with her mother. Tammy knew that her mother 
would accept her father again when he came to the back door of her grandmother’s 
house. Over time, she realized that it was part of the cycle of her parents going back and 
forth together.  
“It was kinda like a routine thing like he would hit her and then we would leave 
and go to my grandmother’s house and then he would come back and every time I 
saw him come back in that back door I knew she was gonna take him back.” 
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Tammy felt dread when her mother accepted her father again. She knew that, as a 
result of her mother accepting him back, she would have to deal with witnessing IPV 
again.  
 “To be honest with you, I did dread going back---for her to go back to him 
because I knew it was--  he was just gonna do it again, so that’s kinda my 
experience thus far.” 
 
Daina was confused and frustrated because her mother kept accepting her 
boyfriend back after he became violent. At this point, Daina began to think more about 
romantic relationships. She comprehended what was taking place within her mother’s 
relationships. She started to develop an understanding of what relationships were 
supposed to be like based on her mother’s experiences. She was curious about whether or 
not abuse in relationships was acceptable or normative. It was hard for Daina to 
understand why her mother stayed with her abusive partner.  
 “…at the same time and like after would be like why is she even still with him 
why won’t she just leave him alone, and confused like is that how it’s supposed to 
be? You know like is that normal?” 
“And not to be mean but he was really ugly, and I used to always think about it 
too he kinda looked like a monster, like he had really bad skin and I would just 
always like----why is my mom dealing with him?” 
Structural description of the negative experiences associated with parents or 
caregivers breaking up and getting back together. The lived world existentials displayed 
within this category were lived time and lived relation to other. 
In regards to lived time, participants experienced a common pattern in their 
parents’ or caregivers’ relationships. They saw that a violent event happened, the victim 
left the abuser, the victim accepted the abuser back, and a violent event happened again. 
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There was an awareness that their parents’ unhealthy pattern was not going to end. “He 
would just apologize, and she be right back with him the next day.” “Every time I saw 
him come in that back door I knew she was gonna take him back.” Once participants 
became aware of their parents’ or caregivers’ violent relationship cycle, it created dread, 
frustration, and confusion “Confused like is that how it’s supposed to be? You know like is 
that normal?” “To be honest with you, I did dread going back---for her to go back to 
him.” Participants began to question what romantic relationships were supposed to be 
like. There was the thought that, perhaps, getting abused was normal within a romantic 
relationship. Such feelings surfaced when their mothers or caregivers accepted the abuser 
again. They feared for their mothers’ or caregivers’ safety, and knew that the abuser 
would become violent again. 
 Due to their parents’ dysfunctional relationships, participants began to care for 
themselves. Children were forced to rely on themselves, missing out on being a child and 
the privileges of childhood. The safe, fun, happy life of a child was not afforded to 
participants as witnesses of IPV.  “Like, my big stepping stone was when my mom and 
dad got back together---she just went and stayed with him………. that's when I realized I 
had to step up and be a man.” Their parents’ or caregivers’ relationships created turmoil 
and instability for them. “I know it was kind of crazy, it was like every day different and 
then back together.” The participants were pulled back and forth, like a yo-yo, when their 
parents chronically broke up and got back together. They had to mentally prepare for their 
mothers or caregivers accepting the abusers back into their lives. 
In the context of lived relation to other, participants were frustrated with their 
mothers or caregivers when they accepted their abusive partners again. “…and like after 
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would be like why is she even still with him why won’t she just leave him alone.” “Like he 
had really bad skin and I would just always like----why is my mom dealing with him?” 
There were feelings of dread when their mothers took the abusers back. This was out of 
fear for their mothers’ or caregivers’ safety and knowledge that the abuser again would be 
violent. “I did dread going back---for her to go back to him because I knew it was-- he 
was just gonna do it again.”  
The participants were in a healthier situation when their parents or caregivers 
were not together. The parents’ or caregivers’ dysfunctional relationships not only 
affected the victim but also the children. When the abuser was accepted back into the 
home, hope for a new life without the abuser in the family was lost. Participants felt 
temporary relief when their mothers or caregivers left their fathers or caregivers. They 
wished that, “maybe this time,” the relationship would be over permanently. When 
mothers or caregivers left their abusive partners, participants did not have to endure the 
negative emotions they experienced daily from fear, worry, and apprehension.  
Synthesis of the Experience of Witnessing IPV  
There were two core themes that described the participants’ experiences within this 
category: 
1. Loss of safety 
2. Aggressive and passive reactions to witnessing IPV 
Participants lost their sense of safety as children due to fear of the father or caregiver. 
For most of the participants, home was not a place of sanctuary or peace. It was unsafe, 
and dangerous. Participants’ fathers or caregivers represented fear because they caused 
the witnessed IPV. The participants were put in positions where they feared for their 
mothers’ or caregivers’ safety and their own.  There was a consistent feeling of fear and 
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worry when the abuser was present “I didn’t like sleeping in that house unless he was 
sleep.” Participants were forced to live in a home filled with violence, which caused a 
loss of safety.  
There was a sense of relief when they visited homes outside of their own. Participants 
longed for the feeling of comfort and freedom. They longed for a life where they did not 
have to be scared or worried. One participant’s grandmother’s house provided that life for 
her. Another participant’s bedroom became her place of escape, her sanctuary. The 
normal sense of protection offered by a mother or father was absent due to the violence in 
the home. When it came to participants’ relationships with their mothers or caregivers, 
they became a safety net for them. Because of this role reversal, the normal sense of 
childhood safety was lost. 
Participants responded actively or passively to witnessing IPV.  They actively helped 
their mothers or caregivers out of fear and anger, or passively stood by because of their 
youth, confusion, and overwhelming fear for their lives. Some participants did not know 
how to respond when a violent incident happened. They considered the consequences that 
might occur as a result of helping. “We just sit back and watch it was frightening yeah 
because he was kind of a stocky dude.” Other participants felt limited in helping because 
there was nothing they could do. Still, other participants were influenced by fear and 
anger. They felt obligated to help their mothers or caregivers. “I don’t really remember 
much, we was just hitting him and you know just being mad.”  
Participants were frustrated and displayed passive reactions because of their 
mothers’/caregivers’ acceptance of the abuser. Other participants had active ways of 
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helping while remaining passive (not getting directly involved in the act of abuse). 
Although the fear of what might happen remained, participants discovered that they could 
affect the violence in non-direct ways. One participant cried to get her mother’s boyfriend 
to stop hitting her. Another participant anonymously called the police when he witnessed 
his aunt’s boyfriend abusing her. Most participants experienced a dominant feeling of 
helplessness.  They thus developed coping skills to deal with witnessing IPV, such as 
avoiding, normalizing, justifying and minimizing the experience of witnessing IPV.  
Impact of Witnessing IPV on Self-Identity and Development 
General Themes 
1. Opposing IPV/taking a non-violent stance 
2. Not wanting to be abused, controlled, or disrespected in relationships 
3. Becoming independent/growing up too fast 
4. Developing trust issues 
5. Engaging in aggressive interactions, internalizing issues, and rationalizing 
IPV 
6. Growth from witnessed IPV/view of self as a better person 
Opposing IPV/taking a non-violent stance. Six participants opposed IPV. 
Witnessing the abuse turned them against it and they were determined not to be abusive 
in their own relationships as adolescents and adults. 
Textural description of opposing IPV/taking a non-violent stance. When 
Raymond witnessed IPV as a child, he experienced a multitude of emotions. It was not a 
positive feeling to be exposed to IPV. He realized that those experiences made him 
oppose IPV.  
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 “I think that made me more against it….. because it wasn't a good feeling, all 
them different feelings I was going through as a kid seeing it.  So it kind of made 
me feel a little against it.” 
 In the context of romantic relationships, Raymond believed that men would 
always physically dominate women. Also, he believed that a male could not control his 
behavior once he became abusive. Therefore he realized that IPV was wrong.  
“Especially relationship-wise, to me, a male will always win over a female; to a
 certain extent, a male can't stop in the middle of his actions, but that's why I don't
 like that.” 
Raymond thought children typically emulated the behavior they saw. In 
Raymond’s experience, he became more distant from violence in relationships. He 
resolved that it was neither wise to be abusive nor worth being in an abusive relationship 
because of its impact on his aunt and uncle. 
“Yeah, like a lot of young people do that -- they see stuff, and then want to do it. It 
just pushed me totally away from it, probably because it was more of my family 
situation -that's probably why….Yeah, I'd rather just end the relationship and just 
walk away from it, than getting physical, that's just crazy and stupid.” 
Aaron was opposed to IPV. He made a promise to himself that he would not be 
abusive to women. 
“I never wanted to -- I always vowed not to hit women and stuff like that.” 
Marvin felt the same about IPV in relationships. Marvin’s decision to not be 
abusive was amplified because of his two daughters.  He did not want someone to do to 
them what his aunt’s boyfriend did to her. Marvin did not want to be a controlling and 
abusive man.  He could not imagine wanting to be close to an abuser and therefore could 
not see himself as an abuser.  
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“Yes man, I would never do nothing like that, [laughs] just from the experience 
and seeing that, I’d never, I got two little girls too, I couldn’t do nothing like that, 
I won’t even be around nothing like that.” 
“I would never yeah, I took from it that I would never be able to do no stuff like 
that, I  couldn’t do it, I don’t wanna control nobody the way he tried to control 
her or nothing like that, I wouldn’t even want to lay in the same bed with no one 
like that [laughs].” 
Ciara too felt that IPV was wrong and that no man should hit a woman. She was 
aware that she did not have to accept it.  Witnessing her mother’s experiences allowed 
her to understand that she did not want to be in that type of situation.   
 “I know it’s not okay for a man to hit a woman and I shouldn’t go through it, and 
if I know that, I shouldn’t have to go through that, and men shouldn’t do that to 
women and it taught me not to…I can’t put up with that, and I know my mom went 
through the same thing.” 
Moose had unfavorable views of IPV as well as violence in general. He did not 
want to witness any woman being hurt, nor did he want to be an abuser. Moose adopted a 
non-violent position because of these views. In his relationship he was also non-violent. 
 “Okay, I wanna go back now, I wanna go back to what you asked me earlier, I 
guess from seeing my mom go through abuse that I didn’t want to see no other 
women go  through abuse I can say that, it made me not want to be an abuser.” 
“Well you know, I never wanted to see any women be hurt like my mom so I guess 
I was  non-violent for the whole relationship….I don’t know.” 
Tammy did not want to be in the position that her mother was in, and she also did 
not want to be abusive like her father. She recognized her potential for being an abuser 
like her father because of her similar anger and rage. She consciously decided she did not 
want to be an abuser liker her father.  
“Well as a woman, I just know for myself that I never wanted to be in a position 




“I know that’s definitely something that I know is within me and that’s when 
things started coming up saying that I don’t want to be like my dad in that way 
either. I know he has issues with rage and anger, and that’s why he does what he 
does because he still from what I know is abusive to women till this day…….I 
didn’t want to get hit and I didn’t want to be the person that abuses either.” 
Regarding view of self in relationships, five participants considered themselves to 
be non-violent. However, Tammy viewed herself as a non-violent person until her 
feelings of rage were triggered. She knew that she was no longer a non-violent individual 
when she got angry.  
 “So I could call myself a very non-violent person, but in moments of rage, I feel 
like at times I’ve been so angry that I don’t feel like---- I’m not in my body or 
something.” 
Moose believed he was a non-violent person. However, he was comfortable with 
violence if he felt there was a justifiable reason. Moose also believed that no one should 
be abusive in healthy relationships, especially if there was love.  
 “I see myself as non-violent, even though I’m comfortable with violence, I think 
I’m non-violent, and I would rather not fight, but I’m okay if there has to be fight. 
But I’d rather say that I’m non-violent.” 
“For the most part violence should never be if you have a good relationship, 
nobody should be hitting anybody if you love each other and work through 
things.” 
Structural description of opposing IPV/taking a non-violent stance. The life 
world existentials displayed within this theme were lived time, lived body, and lived 
relation to other. 
Within lived time, adolescence was an age of self-definition and the realization 
for participants that they did not want to repeat the relationships witnessed between their 
parents or caregivers. Participants remembered the feelings they experienced from 
witnessing IPV which influenced their decision to be non-violent. “It made me more 
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against it…it wasn’t a good feeling, all them different feelings I was going through as a 
kid seeing it (IPV).” There was an awareness of the potential impact that witnessing IPV 
had on their romantic relationships. “I know that’s (rage) definitely something that I know 
is within me and that’s when things started coming up.” They used and reflected upon the 
experiences of their parents or caregivers to influence them to make the decision to be 
non-violent. “I would never do nothing like that….just from the experience of seeing that 
(IPV).” “I don’t want to control nobody the way he tried to control her.” “I never wanted 
to see any women be hurt like my mom….I was non-violent.” Partaking in a violent 
relationship would bring back memories of the abuse that their mothers or caregivers 
endured at the hands of their fathers or caregivers. 
 In regards to lived body, some participants defined themselves as non-violent and 
did not get involved in violent relationships. The participants’ experiences of witnessing 
IPV impacted their self-identity and development and influenced them to take a non-
violent stance. “I think that made me more against it.” “It just pushed me totally away 
from it, probably because it was more of my family situation.” One participant was glad 
that he had the ability to walk away from potentially violent situations with women. “I 
can just walk away without getting physical, that’s just crazy and stupid.” 
In the context of romantic relationships, participants did not want to be defined as 
either the victim or abuser. “As a woman I just know for myself that I never wanted to be 
in a position that my mother was in, or even my father too because I wouldn’t want to be 
abusive either.” “I didn’t want to get hit and I didn’t want to be the person that abuses 
either.” One participant had conflicting views on non-violence and his comfort with 
violence. The continued exposure to violence within his lifetime led him to feel that 
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violence was acceptable. “I see myself as non-violent, even though I’m comfortable with 
violence.” “I think I’m non-violent, and I would rather not fight, but I’m okay if there has 
to be fight.” 
With respect to lived relation to other, witnessing IPV influenced their views to 
not be violent within their own relationships. “I never wanted to—I always vowed not to 
hit women and stuff like that.” “I couldn’t do nothing like that; I won’t even be around 
nothing like that.” It also was important for participants not to emulate their parents’ 
relationships within their own relationships. “I guess from seeing my mom go through 
abuse that I didn’t want to see no other women go through abuse.” “I can’t put up with 
that, my mom went through the same thing.” Seeing what their mothers had endured, 
these participants realized the consequences. These consequences included constant fear 
and being controlled and manipulated. Their parents’ relationships taught them what they 
should and should not tolerate within their own relationships. “It’s not okay for a man to 
hit a woman… and I shouldn’t go through it.” 
Not wanting to be abused, controlled, or disrespected in relationships. Five 
participants specified they did not want to be abused, controlled, or disrespected within 
their relationships.  
Textural description of not wanting to be abused, controlled, or disrespected 
in relationships. Tina’s witnessing of IPV convinced her to not be with an abusive man 
and to be independent. She got things on her own without the help of a man. She 
understood that having resources gave her the option to leave if she wanted to do so. She 
recognized that witnessing IPV made her a stronger person.  
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“Yeah like I said it influenced me to strive to not get into a guy like that, it
 influenced me to go to have a job so I won’t have to ask a guy for nothing to have
 to take care of me and my kids I can do it on my own, so he won’t get mad if I
 want to get up and go I can just get up and go, it did and it made me stronger.” 
Nancy did not want to be abused or to stay in an abusive relationship. She became 
independent as a result of witnessing IPV. This influenced her decision to not get 
involved in abusive relationships.  
“Like I said, I always knew that I was not gonna let a man hit me like that, it 
impacted me just to wanna be stronger and to be more independent.” 
“But I wasn’t gonna let that justify who I was, I wasn’t gonna be with someone it 
was like….someone who was gonna put his hands on me, so it was like that was it, 
on to the next one, I don’t need you as a boyfriend…..I wasn’t gonna be that one, 
and that was a short quick trend that I went through, because I didn’t want to be 
that person.” 
Aaliyah also did not want to be abused, scared, or threatened. She wanted the 
freedom to leave a relationship if she needed to do so, without having any dire 
consequences.  
“Right, in regards to dealing with dudes, and even me as a woman like I don’t 
ever want to be put in a position to where I gotta be scared for my life from a guy 
cause I wanna leave, you know?” 
 Aaliyah learned from her experience that she should never allow someone to 
physically take advantage of her.  It did not matter the risks involved in retaliating, she 
would rather fight back, whether it meant winning or losing.  
“Well I just knew, I did know this, don’t never let nobody put they hands on you 
and I always had in my head and when they do I’m fighting back, loose or win, 
I’m not bout to let nobody just beat me up, man, cat, dog, kids, anybody, I can’t 
do that.” 
As a woman, Tammy knew that she did not want to be controlled, abused, or 
manipulated within her relationships. She highlighted that she did not want to be scared 
or afraid the way her mother had been in her relationship with her father.  
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 “I know that as a woman I----yeah that was one main thing for me I didn’t want 
to be controlled or manipulated, I didn’t want to be abused, I didn’t want to feel 
scared in my relationship like my mom did.” 
Ciara tried to avoid abusive relationships. She reflected on her mother’s struggles 
when she was with her father. Ciara was adamant about not being in the same position as 
her mother. She did not want to struggle like her mother. She knew that her mother dealt 
with violence while taking care of her and her siblings. Ciara recognized that she did not 
want her daughter to cope with the experience of witnessing her being abused.  
“It impacted me as a woman cause I feel like I would…I don’t wanna be in a 
predicament that my mom was put in, I don’t never wanna be in that, I saw what 
she went through and how she struggled and with us, I don’t wanna have to do 
that and put my daughter through all that stress and struggle and you know and 
see us going through that.” 
For three participants, disrespect was something that played a role in the initiation 
of violence in their relationships. Nancy in particular, did not accept people talking to her 
in a disrespectful manner, or physically assaulting her. She did not want to be labeled as a 
bad kid because she adopted the attitude of not having someone “control” her.  
 “One thing I really didn’t tolerate was for people to talk to me any kind of way, 
like I don’t care who you were you weren’t gonna talk to me any kind of way you 
weren’t gonna put your hands on me…..I wasn’t bad…but I started having that 
attitude where I don’t care who you are, you ain't gonna tell me what to do.” 
Nancy associated with an older crowd. She did not want to get into trouble or 
become a deviant teenager. Nancy wanted to stay out of trouble, but she did not want to 
be someone that allowed others to disrespect her. 
“Yeah I did, and I think that’s why I had those friends, those older cousins and
 everybody….had older friends around and kinda had that attitude where I felt like
 you know, I could kinda do what I wanna do even though I was younger, but I still
 managed to not like get in trouble, I didn’t want to get in trouble, I didn’t want to
 be that one that was just like bad or anything like that  but I wasn’t gonna let
 anyone run over me either, you know what I’m saying?” 
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Aaliyah felt that disrespect would cause her to not be herself. She understood why 
violence took place when someone was disrespected. For Aaliyah, respect should be 
reciprocated. Respect was important to Aaliyah within relationships, not just for herself 
but for everyone. 
 “Don’t pull me out of character, and respect me and I’ll respect you, that’s all. 
Cause if you notice a lot of times people get into violence over respect. Respect is 
a really big deal to everybody, you find yourself getting out of character feeling 
disrespected.” 
Aaliyah and Tammy, in particular, expressed they would rather be in a position of 
power to being abused. Aaliyah did not want to have power over her partner but felt 
having power would lessen her emotional pain if she were hurt.  
 “Right, even though I wasn’t doing it to be powerful over somebody, but if I’m 
already hurt I need to do something to make me feel better.” 
Tammy did not want to be in a submissive position and thus preferred to be in a 
powerful position. She had no intentions of becoming controlling or abusive, but she did 
not want to be in a vulnerable position. Tammy’s position on power occurred during her 
adolescence. She was hypervigilant in situations where it seemed that someone was 
trying to become powerful or take advantage of her. She spoke up about it because she 
wanted to keep the power in her relationships.  
 “I never wanted to be in a position of submission or subordination in that way to 
the point where someone is controlling me, if anything I would prefer to be in a 
position of power, not from a place from being abusive or controlling myself but 
kind of taking charge and not allowing any man to run over me, and that was kind 
of where I was especially during my teenage years there are some parts of me 
now that still feel that way at times but it was definitely like that during my 
teenage years.” 
“I did not want to be controlled or for someone to have power over me and I 
would definitely voice my opinion every time it came off that way.” 
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Structural description of not wanting to be controlled, abused, or disrespected 
in relationships. The life world existentials displayed within this theme were lived time, 
lived body, and lived relation to other.  
In regards to lived time, adolescence represented a time where most of the 
participants no longer identified with the victim. As children, they identified with the 
victim when they witnessed abuse, including feeling afraid and timid when the abuser 
was present. As  adolescents, they began to liberate themselves by taking a position that 
they would “never” become the victim. “I always knew that I was not gonna let a man hit 
me like that.” “As a woman I did not want to be controlled or manipulated, I didn’t want 
to be abused.” “As a woman I don’t wanna be in a predicament that my mom was put 
in.” They had awareness that their past witnessing of IPV influenced their future 
relationships. They desired to lead a different life from their mothers or caregivers. 
In the lived body category, participants had issues with not wanting to be 
controlled or overpowered. Control and manipulation opened the door to future abuse and 
constant feelings of fear. Fear was often how most of these participants felt when their 
abusive fathers or caregivers were present. “I never wanted to be in a position of 
submission or subordination in that way to the point where someone is controlling me.” 
This participant knew that being in a powerful position meant that her partner could 
possibly feel oppressed, but she was more afraid of becoming submissive. She believed 
that she was more susceptible to future abuse if she did not remain powerful. The 
participants did not want to be defined as someone who was in an abusive relationship. “I 
wasn’t gonna be with someone who was gonna put his hands on me …I wasn’t gonna be 
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that one.”“….that (abusive relationships) was a short quick trend that I went through 
because I didn’t want to be that person.” 
These participants were too familiar with feelings of fear, and they did not want to 
face that in their romantic relationships. “I didn’t want to feel scared in my relationship 
like my mom did.” “I don’t ever want to be put in a position to where I gotta be scared 
for my life from a guy cause I wanna leave.” Some participants saw that the experience 
of their mothers leaving their fathers was life threatening. They did not want to go 
through that experience themselves. Participants also defined themselves as being strong 
and independent as a result of witnessing IPV. The importance of having independence 
and strength was indicative of the fact that they would not be abused like their mothers or 
caregivers. “It influenced me to go to have a job so I won’t have to ask a guy for nothing 
to have to take care of me and my kids I can do it on my own.” “It impacted me just to 
wanna be stronger and to be more independent.” These participants did not want to be 
seen as weak and unable to defend themselves in moments of physical threat, or if they 
wanted to leave a relationship.  
In relation to other interactions, these participants were guarded and intimidating 
because most of them did not tolerate anyone they felt was controlling or disrespectful. 
Gaining respect from others was a huge factor in these participants’ lives, and influenced 
how they interacted in relationships. Disrespect was something that would play a role in 
the IPV that took place in some of these participants’ romantic relationships. “Don’t pull 
me out of character, and respect me and I’ll respect you, that’s all.” “You weren’t gonna 
talk to me any kind of way, you weren’t gonna put your hands on me.” “I don’t care who 
you are, you ain't gonna tell me what to do.” These participants adopted the attitude of 
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not allowing someone to disrespect or overpower them because they felt it would lead to 
abuse or attempts at control. 
Participants felt they had to become physically and emotionally tough in order to 
not be disrespected or abused. If respect was lacking in a relationship, then it made sense 
to these participants that violence would eventually be the outcome of that situation. For 
some participants, respect was defined as something significant not only for themselves 
but for everyone in relationships. “Respect is a really big deal to everybody, you find 
yourself getting out of character feeling disrespected.” Disrespect equated to violence for 
these participants. This was a sensitive area because they would consistently witness their 
mothers or caregivers not being respected by their fathers or caregivers. In relationships, 
participants did not want to see themselves as weak or powerless. As a result, they took 
control in their relationships with others. They would rather be in a dominant position 
than to be overpowered. “I would prefer to be in a position of power…..by taking charge, 
not allowing a man to run over me.” “I never wanted to be in a position of submission or 
subordination in that way to the point where someone is controlling me.” 
Becoming independent/Growing up too fast. Five participants shared the 
experience of becoming independent as a result of witnessing IPV. However they 
expressed growing up too quickly because of witnessing and coping with IPV as children.  
Textural description of becoming independent/growing up too fast. Aaron, in 
particular, was independent and did things on his own. He would rather be independent 
than depend on someone. 
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 “It was always being more independent….I'm like that to this day…..I'm the 
person I am, like, more independent. I like to get out and do things myself…..I 
really won't do that; there are other ways to go around it (being dependent).” 
Tina became more independent as a result of witnessing IPV. She was determined 
to have her own job and do things without a man’s help. She believed that taking care of 
herself afforded her the ability to leave a relationship with much less consequences. The 
experience of witnessing IPV made her a stronger person. 
“It influenced me to go to have a job so I won’t have to ask a guy for nothing to 
have to take care of me and my kids, I can do it on my own, so he won’t get mad if 
I want to get up and go I can just get up and go, it did and it made me stronger.” 
Nancy was independent and did not need to depend financially on a man. The 
experience of witnessing IPV between Nancy’s mother and step-father influenced her 
desire to attend college. She realized that the abuse between her parents was influenced 
by financial stress. She attended college so that she could be stable financially, and not 
have to depend on a man.  Nancy feared financial dependence on a man might result in 
future abuse; particularly if there were financial problems. She wanted to earn her own 
money and make her own way. She was happy that she was able to do so. 
“…meaning my financial status, since I knew that financial issues were in the 
household and what it caused, which was the violence,  I knew that as I got older, 
I was gonna work, I was gonna become successful, I was gonna have a job,  and I 
was gonna be okay to where I didn’t have a man to depend on and I was gonna be 
okay  financially to where I wasn’t gonna need a man to help me with my bills, 
because if I didn’t have money it was gonna be bad, so I learned that on my own 
to just be like more independent and learn how to  at least try save money and 
balance my check book and do stuff like that cause I said I wasn’t gonna be that 
one to just depend on a man to do that for me because that leads to the financial 
issues which  in my household led to domestic violence…..I never wanted to be 
where I was gonna have to ever depend on somebody to pay my bills.” 
“…so I ended up going to school and went to college, so like I said I wanted to 
have a career where no one was gonna have to take care of me, I was gonna be 
able to be okay and not okay in a sense were I’m barely making it but okay where 
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I have money in the bank where I’m saving where I have a car, and nice house, 
and I’m happy because that was the issue.” 
Nancy also became independent at an early age because her mother was not 
physically or emotionally available. Often, her mother was not at home. Nancy kept 
herself in school and took on other responsibilities. She was aware that these were things 
that she had to do because she did not have any parental guidance. Based on that 
experience, Nancy felt that she could not depend on anyone and learned to do things on 
her own.  
 “I figured because when I grew up as an adolescent my mom wasn’t always 
there, so I became independent I washed my own clothes, learned how to iron my 
own clothes, learned how to  perm my own hair, learned how to cook my own 
dinner, learned how to wake myself up for school,  and that was something I 
didn’t have to do because she wasn’t there, I didn’t have to take my butt to school, 
and she wasn’t there, but I did, so I think it  just made me become more 
responsible like no  one else gonna do it for me so I gotta do it myself  so I can’t 
depend on anybody to do it, so I just  did it all on my own.” 
Daina learned to depend on herself and worked hard but she did not credit it 
entirely to her rough childhood and not getting the things that she wanted. She would 
rather get things done on her own as opposed to counting on someone else to do it for 
her. 
“I’m not saying that I feel like me having a not so easy childhood or not getting 
everything I want made me work harder now, but I definitely don’t wait for no one 
and I feel---I count on myself more.” 
Four of the participants felt that they had grown up too quickly as a result of 
witnessing IPV. Aaron’s mother left him and his younger brother by themselves to live 
with their father. This was a turning point in Aaron’s life because his childhood was 




“Like, my big stepping stone was when my mom and dad got back together -- she 
just went and stayed with him…..Like I stayed there with my brother, but that's 
when I realized I had to step up and be a man.” 
Tina had to grow up fast and take responsibility. She had to take responsibility for 
her cousin’s children after she died. Even though Tina did not have any children of her 
own, she took responsibility. She had to miss school in order to take care of her cousin’s 
children. Thus, her education was impacted because of the situation. Tina felt obligated to 
help out because she was family and no one else was available to help. It was hard for her 
to deal with her cousin’s death along with taking care of her children at the same time. 
“Yeah you do you feel like you really do grow up too fast with that going around. 
Because you feel like you have more responsibility like I said when my cousin 
died, I was watching her kids for her because her mother, she still worked she 
didn’t have no brothers or sisters and that’s my mom’s niece…..I didn’t have no 
kids so I felt like I had to watch her kids I couldn’t….I was missing classes.” 
“Yeah I couldn’t say that it affected me like when my cousin died, I was 
graduating we kept having to go to the hospital, I’m missing class cause I got her 
kids some days…it was….it was hard.” 
Marvin had to become more responsible. He took care of his siblings because his 
aunt did not have the money to feed them. He started to do things on his own, which 
influenced his childhood. Marvin was angry about going out on his own at 12 to sell 
drugs in order to take care of the household. He also became a father at an early age, 
which ended his own childhood. 
“It’s like…my auntie she ain't really have no money to help me and my younger 
siblings, my mom was gone, so I had to get it on my own, some way somehow I 
had to feed them kids, and I was out there hustling, you know I had to 
fu*****….I’m sorry…you making me go  back, [laughing] at 12 I had to take 
care of the kids I had a baby, my first son when I was 15, so I didn’t really have a 
childhood.” 
Daina’s childhood was taken away from her. Daina herself was uncertain of 
whether or not her childhood was taken away from her, but did realize that she should not 
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have experienced the things that she did at a young age. Those experiences never left her 
mind. She knew that her experiences of witnessing IPV were something that she should 
not have endured. 
“I feel like it was like maybe not in a bad way more mature but I feel like I like 
not that my childhood got maybe taken away but like, I did see a lot of stuff that I 
shouldn’t have seen at such a young age and like you know, it’s stuck in my head 
so it was something that I don’t know like as a kid shouldn’t have been what 
grasped my attention, or stuck in my head so like I said I don’t know if that was 
the reason why it shortened it up but I know that’s not something that I should 
have been seeing at 5 and 6.” 
Structural description of becoming independent/growing up too fast. The life 
world existentials represented in this theme were lived time, lived body, and lived 
relation to other. 
For participants, adolescence represented a time of independence. Over time, the 
loss of dependence on a caregiver during the participants’ childhoods shaped how they 
viewed dependence during their adolescence. They no longer viewed it as something that 
was acceptable, but viewed it as an experience that would eventually lead to negative 
consequences. “I like to get things done myself…I really won’t do that (being 
dependent).” They knew that depending on themselves was the best situation. Depending 
on people outside of themselves was disappointing. To depend on someone meant that 
they were in a vulnerable position. Participants also believed that dependence would open 
the door for future hurt, as well as control, and/or abuse. “I wasn’t gonna be that one to 
just depend on a man to do that for me because that leads to financial issues which in my 
household led to domestic violence.” 
Participants’ adolescent years were also a time where their childhood had to be 
sacrificed in order to survive. “It just made me become more responsible like no one else 
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gonna do it, so I gotta do it myself.” “I can’t depend on anybody to do it; I just did it all 
on my own.” They could no longer enjoy the experience of being a child, they had to 
become adults and learn how to be responsible on their own. “I washed my own 
clothes…..I learned how to wake myself up for school and that was something that I 
didn’t have to do because she wasn’t there.” 
In regards to lived body, participants saw themselves as strong and independent. 
Most of the participants sought employment, finished school, went to college, and/or 
learned to get things on their own. For some, being dependent on a man meant that he 
had the power to control, abuse, and manipulate. “It influenced me to have a job; I won’t 
have to want a guy for nothing.” They took pride in the fact that they could depend on 
themselves. “I definitely don’t wait for no one and I feel- I count on myself more.”  
Participants did not want to depend on others because they might not follow through and 
the participants did not want to get their hopes up.  Most participants saw their 
independence as a positive. “It was always being more independent….I'm that way to this 
day…..I'm the person I am, as if, more independent.” 
Participants’ childhoods were taken away from them so they had to grow up 
quickly. “When my cousin died…I’m missing classes cause I got her kids some days….it 
was hard.” “I don’t know if that was the reason why it shortened (childhood) it up but I 
know that’s not something (IPV) that I should have been seeing at 5 and 6.”  Those 
experiences stayed with the participants, shaping how they viewed the world and their 
relationships. Witnessing IPV as well as other contextual circumstances (e.g. being poor, 
parental drug use) forced participants to be independent and act like adults at an early 
age. “Yeah, you do you feel as if you really do grow up too fast when that (IPV) going 
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around, because you feel as if you have more responsibility.” “I did see a lot of stuff I 
shouldn’t have seen at an early age.”  
Participants knew that witnessing IPV was not normal and that it shortened their 
childhoods by taking away their childhood innocence, believing that the world was a 
good and safe place. They became independent as a result of having to deal with things 
on their own and the impact of IPV on the family. “She just went and stayed with 
him….Like I stayed there with my brother, but that's when I realized I had to step up and 
be a man.” “I had to get it on my own, some way somehow I had to feed them kids, and I 
was out there hustling.” 
In lived relation to other, relationships represented danger, fear and hurt. As a 
result of witnessing IPV, participants believed that it happened because their mothers or 
caregivers were dependent on and vulnerable to their abusive partners. For participants, 
being financially dependent meant that their partners would have some power to control, 
abuse, and manipulate them. “I knew that as I got older, I was gonna work, I was gonna 
become successful, I was gonna have a job, and I was gonna be well to where I did not 
have a man to depend on.” “I wasn’t gonna need a man to help me with my bills because 
if I didn’t have the money it was gonna be bad.” 
Developing trust issues. Five participants had difficulty with trusting others and 
becoming vulnerable, especially in intimate relationships.  
Textural description of developing trust issues. Aaron had trust issues with 
everyone, but more so with women. He did not trust women at all and everything was 
about trust for him. It shaped how he interacted with others. He realized his own flaws 
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around trust and this motivated his quest to find out what a person was truly about in 
relationships.  
 “I have trust issues…..with everybody…..and typical women, you know … I don't
 even trust them.” 
“Oh yeah, everything's trust.  I ain’t saying, I'm the most trustworthy person 
either, but I’m like a truth seeker, so once I find out the truth, I might not say 
nothing about it.” 
For Aaron, women were less trustworthy, and it was difficult for him to open up 
to them. He equated vulnerability with hurt; he believed that if he attempted to begin a 
romantic relationship with a woman, the relationship would not be good. Aaron did not 
trust that women would say how they really felt or thought in the relationship. In his 
mind, Aaron pictured the “typical’ woman as someone who would intentionally try to 
make him angry.  
 “Women have a tendency to not really say it, then be like that and beat around 
the bush. So as y'all get to know each other, get more and more attached, then if 
anything happened, as far as going to the next level, then it's even worse after 
that.” 
“That's what a woman's good for, I'll tell you that much, they know how to get 
you mad fast, especially when they're already mad -- their job is to get you 
madder.” 
Tina believed that witnessing IPV made her guarded and non-trusting because of 
her fear that a romantic partner would eventually abuse her. If Tina opened up and trusted 
someone, she questioned whether or not he would become abusive. She believed she 
would be abused if she gave her all or was vulnerable.  She rationalized that her partner 
would feel he had control and owned her if she were vulnerable.  She did not want her 
male partner to expect to have control over her because of trust and openness.   
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“Like me I wouldn’t, it makes you not want to trust nobody, you don’t want to get 
too close to someone cause you don’t know what’s gonna happen like am I gonna 
get beat? It do, it affects you a lot. It makes you scared to be in a relationship…..I 
can’t give a man my all because then that’s it….they expect…like they own you.” 
Tammy believed that she would get hurt if she trusted others. She believed that 
vulnerability equated to hurt. She saw the consequences of trusting people in her life, and 
it was difficult for her to trust people to this present day. 
 “I felt like the more I trusted people the more that I would get hurt, and I still to 
some extent think like that til this day like it’s really hard for me to trust people 
and open up to people.” 
Tammy had trust issues with her partner because she continuously questioned his 
intentions. Issues of power and control were a huge part of her interactions with her 
boyfriend. She was on guard when interacting with her partner. She recognized that, 
although he was a good man, she had expectations that he would become manipulative or 
controlling. The relationship became overwhelming for both she and her partner.  
 “I had a lot of trust issues with him, and you know he’s a great guy he’s really a 
great guy everything that any woman could ever want, like I had trust issues with 
him really bad, I always questioned his intentions, I always was trying to figure 
out if he was trying to manipulate me or not, we really had a tough road when it 
came to power and control.” 
Aaliyah had a basic distrust of men and questioned their intentions when they 
tried to help her. She was conflicted over whether a man tried to tell her what to do from 
a place of control or out of genuinely helping.  Aaliyah naturally assumed that men would 
attempt to have control, break her down, and abuse her. Regardless of color, Aaliyah did 
not trust any man because she believed they all were inherently violent, like her father.  
Being in control of her life and decisions was pertinent when interacting with men.  
“Well I think that it gave me issues with guys, like maybe if somebody was trying 
to help me or tell me something It be looking like they trying to tell me so you 
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know what I mean so maybe they can try to start abusing me or trying to break me 
down or something, even if they don’t mean it that way but, he kinda made it a 
little worse for me not to trust these men out here, Black, yellow, purple green….” 
“Well right now, he made it hard for me to trust a guy, I feel like, I can’t really be 
with a guy cause they can’t be trusted, I feel like they might have a little bit of his 
ways (her father) somewhere, cause he still is a guy even if he’s a bad guy, every 
man is still a man, so you know I do believe that he may have affected the way ---
like  I said a man could be helping me out like “don’t do it this way do it this 
way” and I might be looking at him crazy like I wanna do it my way.” 
Tammy thought men had bad intentions and wanted to control her like her mother 
had been controlled. She became aware of these issues when she was in a romantic 
relationship.  In adolescence, she began to understand the vast effects of witnessing IPV. 
She realized that witnessing her father interact with her mother influenced her views 
about men. She also saw how it impacted her views of self and her relationships, 
romantic or other, with men. Tammy did not want others to go through what she had 
experienced.  
“I have issues with men because I didn’t realize this until I started getting into 
more serious relationships when I got in my younger years when I was a teenager 
with my first real boyfriend I had a lot of problems with him and that’s when I 
started realizing that I have issues with men and trusting men, and just assuming 
the worst of men for the most part that they always have ill intentions, based on 
how I saw my father manipulate my mother.” 
“It does impact how you see yourself, I didn’t realize how deep it was until I got 
older, but it really does take a toll on your life, greatly. Like I said it really 
impacts my relationships with men across the board pretty much, romantic, just 
friendships, any male I realize I have those issues with, and just looking back on it 
I wouldn’t wish for anyone to go through that.” 
Daina’s negative view of men was due to the lack of a father figure. She assumed 
men would be dishonest and take advantage of her. She did not trust men in romantic 
relationships. She felt that if her father had been in her life, despite the violence she 
witnessed, she might have developed a different attitude about men. Because of Daina’s 
views about men, relationships were not a priority in her life.  This influenced how she 
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engaged in relationships with men and how long she kept them. She did not expect 
anything positive to come from a relationship with a man. She realized that her 
viewpoints made relationships more difficult to cultivate and sustain.  
“…but as far as like myself you know I always felt like if I had a father I might 
have been more-----I might be have a better outlook on men period and maybe not 
always feel like oh “he’s gonna do that, he’s not gonna be honest” or he’s gonna 
lie about something or he’s gonna you know he just wants to use me or you know 
what I mean like that.” 
“All I know is that I don’t really never expect too much out of a male and so I 
don’t know if that makes the relationship harder and don’t make it last as long 
maybe it had potential to but I don’t know I just really never put it as a first 
priority in something in my life.” 
Daina felt that she did not need relationships or family as a result of her trust 
issues with men. She presumed relationships would end in hurt. Witnessing IPV clearly 
influenced her views of relationships and family. Daina was comfortable with the idea 
that she may not have a significant other in her life. She did not want her mother’s type of 
relationships. She did not have a model for a healthy, long-term relationship.  
Consequently, she did not know how to be in one.  Also, her disposition toward men 
resulted from her father’s abandonment. She felt that her father was uncommitted and did 
not want to be in her life.  Daina grasped that it was “abnormal” to not want a 
relationship. Her “broken upbringing” contributed to her views about desiring 
relationships and family.   
“Right I feel like it definitely probably not hindered me but it definitely made me 
think twice about having relationships and feeling like maybe I will be okay to not 
have no one.” 
“I never really put it as a first priority in something in my life like it always seem 
like it’s only gonna be this, and that’s it I never really seen like a real stable 
relationship last long so, it’s not something that I think is in my future, I wanna 
say that’s probably to blame too like my mom not ever being in a stable long-term 
relationship and my father feeling he can’t commit to not even me so.” 
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“Like I said I don’t know because of my broken upbringing but like I do feel like I 
don’t need no one to grow old with I can grow old by myself I do want my kid if I 
do have a kid to have a father but you know I’ve always feel like it’s okay if he 
don’t and you know that’s really not the way you should think….” 
“That’s not the way to grow up and think you should want to be married, you 
should want to have a family and grow old with someone and I don’t know if how 
my----broken my upbringing was made me feel that way.” 
Daina’s experiences negatively affected her desire and knowledge about romantic 
relationships. Daina was better at having platonic rather than romantic male relationships. 
She appreciated the companionship she received from male friends and kept them in her 
life.  
 “I had more friendships had a couple of relationships but when I was young and 
didn’t really know what a relationship was maybe that was a reason why I kept 
feeling like I wanted to find to maybe get that male figure, someone to just be 
around consistent but never really, too long like friendships more than 
relationships, it was more distant I don’t know if it was from me or them but I am 
better at keeping a friendship with a male than keeping a relationship with a 
male.” 
Aaron felt safer in friendships because of his fear of attachment. Both Aaron and 
Daina protected themselves because they did not trust people enough to let their guards 
down. They feared getting hurt. For Aaron, being vulnerable would put him at risk for 
being hurt in relationships and this seemed too painful for him. Although he preferred not 
to hurt women, he preferred more not being hurt himself.  
“I be trying a long time, I’m afraid to get attached to people, just be honest, 
about as blatant as I can put it. I’d rather be a friend. (romantic relationships).” 
“You know, like, you just don't want to confirm your feelings about that -- that 
stuff hurts. I don’t be the one hurt.” 
“I don’t mean to sound rude or arrogant or nothing like that, I’m not in the 
business of hurting women’s feelings either, but I ain't trying to get mines hurt.” 
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Daina was guarded because she did not want to be in her mother’s predicament. 
She had some idea how witnessing IPV impacted her life. She knew it intensified her 
need to be self-protective. 
 “But as far as like my mom and her relationship like I don’t feel like it took away 
from me like if anything I feel like it put an extra guard up and like I said I don’t 
know if that is what happened with her temper or whatever but as far as like 
myself no.” 
Aaron held things in for self-protection. He did not trust anyone enough to talk 
about his feelings. Holding things in was the way he learned to cope with traumatic 
events in his life. As a result, he was overwhelmed by the thoughts and feelings that 
surfaced when he was alone. He had supportive family members but even found it 
difficult expressing his emotions to them.  
 “I have the tendency to hold things in…..You just feel like things you wanted to 
get done and accomplish, it balls up, and then you know, I told you by the by me 
holding things in I feel everything at once, you know.” 
“Like, I'm real strong minded like a truth seeker, but by me holding things in 
that’s because I don’t trust everybody….I don't have anybody to talk to, like I can 
vent to my grandma, I talk to my dad.” 
Structural description of developing trust issues. The life world existentials 
represented within this theme were lived time and lived relation to other. 
In regards to lived time, adolescence exemplified the age when participants 
recognized they had resulting trust issues from witnessing IPV. Adolescence was the 
period where they began to form peer and romantic relationships. Thus they realized how 
trusting others was  impacted by witnessing IPV. “It’s really hard for me to trust people 
and open up to people.” “It makes you scared to be in a relationship.” Also, participants 
recognized that issues surfaced in romantic relationships. “I have issues with men 
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because I didn’t realize this until I started getting into more serious relationships.” 
Further, they comprehended the huge impact witnessing IPV had on their lives. “It really 
takes a toll on your life.” It not only affected their relationships but also contributed to 
the formation and solidification of their personal identities.  
During this time, participants became hypervigilant about abusive people and 
relationships. “You don’t want to get too close to someone cause you don’t know what’s 
gonna happen.” As well, they began to have ideas about wanting relationships and 
families of their own. “It made me think twice about relationships, like maybe I will be 
okay to not have no one.” “I never seen a stable relationship last long so it’s not 
something that I think is in my future.” 
Concerning lived relation to other, participants were emotionally guarded in their 
relationships. “It impacted relationships with men across the board…I realize I have 
those issues.”  Being vulnerable meant putting themselves at risk for hurt and abuse. 
Most participants regarded trust in relationships with others as dangerous territory, 
especially with the opposite sex. “I think it gave me trust issues with guys.” Some 
questioned others’ intentions, which affected their relationships. “That's what a woman's 
good for, I'll tell you that much, they know how to get you mad fast, especially when 
they're already mad.” Some were concerned that a man would gain control and abuse 
them. “It makes you not want to trust nobody, you don’t want to get too close to someone 
cause you don’t know what’s gonna happen as if am I gonna get beat?” “They trying to 
tell me (what to do) so…maybe they can try to start abusing me or trying to break me 
down or something.” 
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The participants made blanket statements about men and women. Witnessing IPV 
did not prevent but certainly caused participants to be cautious about relationships. “Right 
I feel as if it probably not hindered me but it definitely made me think twice about having 
relationships.”  Participants had low expectations of men. “I don’t really expect too much 
out of a male.”  They did not trust their intentions even if they came off as pure, “He’s 
not gonna be honest or he’s gonna lie about something or …he just wants to use me.” 
Participants preferred relationships that required less vulnerability. “…like 
friendships more than relationships it was more distant…I am better at keeping a 
friendship with a male than keeping a relationship with a male.” “I be trying a long time, 
I’m afraid to get attached…..I’d rather be a friend.” Friendships represented safety and 
comfort whereas romantic relationships symbolized hurt and disappointment. Although 
these views protected their emotions, participants lost connection and intimacy with 
others.  Participants withheld their emotions out of distrust. “I don’t trust everybody…I 
don’t have anybody to talk to.” 
They lost hope in having a relationship and family. “I do feel like I don’t need no 
one to grow old with, I can grow old by myself.” This participant recognized the sadness 
and loss that came with having this viewpoint. “That is not the way to grow up and think 
you should want to be married, you should want to have a family and grow old with 
someone.” There was longing for a family and for her children to have a father figure in 
their lives. Her experiences of witnessing IPV and her mother’s unhealthy relationships 
made her not want to have a “fairy tale” (marriage and children became a fairy tale) life, 
even if it was void of violence, manipulation, and distrust.  
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Engaging in aggressive interactions, internalizing issues, and rationalizing 
IPV. Eight participants were aware of the impact that witnessing IPV had on their 
emotions and interactions in relationships. Additionally, they saw the impression it made 
on their decisions to engage in high-risk behaviors.  
Textural description of engaging in aggressive interactions, internalizing 
issues, and rationalizing IPV. Six participants experienced anger and rage.  Aaron broke 
windows when he was angry. Aaron externalized his anger because he did not voice his 
emotions. He was aware that his anger had consequences and affected other people’s 
lives. 
“I'm not sure of getting in the middle of that, that's what I'm saying -- I'd bust out 
windows all the time and stuff like that….Yeah, that's what I did to kind of get it 
out on the way; I broke a lot of windows.  I know I caused extensive damage.” 
Nancy believed witnessing IPV could cause people to grow up angry and 
understood she had a temper. Nancy knew the impact of witnessing IPV on her 
disposition. She did not tolerate being disrespected or antagonized. There were 
consequences to those triggering her anger, such as mental or physical aggression.  
 “How we’re effected in adulthood you know as far as angry just because you see 
domestic violence you may grow up angry, I think I’m very short patient and there 
is only certain things that I can take, and you’re not gonna take me to a certain 
level and expect me to be okay you know without it being some type of 
repercussion whether it’s an argument or whether it’s us going back and forth 
with each other.” 
Nancy was once violent in a relationship. She knew she had anger management 
issues but struggled finding productive ways to deal with them. She knew her anger 
caused her to be violent with her partner. While she did not allow violence to become a 
pattern in her life; she did not realize it was wrong at the time. 
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“I had my anger and it was like I didn’t know how to deal with it but maybe too 
maybe want to punch him or something like that but it was like…I wasn’t gonna 
get caught up in that cycle, it was a short but quick trend but again I don’t think, 
how you don’t understand that it’s wrong.” 
Daina had anger and understood the need to control her emotions more 
effectively. Witnessing IPV influenced Daina’s behaviors, especially when she was 
angry. She did not see herself as a violent person, but was unable to control herself when 
angry. At times, anger was Daina’s way of solving problems. Her experiences of 
witnessing IPV remained with her, leaving an imprint on her mind. 
“I wouldn’t not that I am a violent person or that I resort to violence but I feel 
like I would maybe be able to control my emotions more better and wouldn’t jump 
off the hinges so much and to feel like that’s a way to solve problems, I don’t 
know if that has something to do with it but as a kid if you seeing violence and if 
you---and I remembered it like it wasn’t something I forgot so……” 
Raymond was triggered and felt like being abusive in angry situations with 
women. Thoughts of being stronger than a woman gave him a sense of being abusive 
without actually having to be.  When a woman said things that pushed him away, he 
became upset.  However, he continued to think about the consequences of his anger.  
“That affected a lot, because like, one thing I can't -- little words from a female 
put me –Yeah, just to push away like this, step back, like super-fired because of 
that.” 
“It's just a feeling, like, maybe I shouldn't.  It makes me feel like being abusive, 
that's kind of how it feels like, like pushing yourself -- you're stronger than this 
woman, so it's kind of that feeling, even if I ain't touching her.” 
Two participants had experiences of rage in their relationships. Ciara felt that 
witnessing IPV helped to cause her rage in relationships. Ciara knew her desire to be 
physical was not healthy, but, in moments of rage, it did not matter. Raged, she could not 
control her actions and became aggressive. Thinking about fighting with her child’s 
father reminded her of her parents and her father’s behavior in another relationship.  She 
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did not want that for her life.  But the thought only worked to keep her from becoming 
aggressive sometimes.  
 “I guess it impacted me because in my relationship I do have rage, and I do 
wanna fight, that’s not good, I try not to put my hands on him just cause I looked 
at it as my mom and dad, and his other relationship, I tried not to really do it, I 
tried not to, but its kinda, that affected me I guess.” 
Tammy experienced rage in relationships. At times, her rage intimidated her 
boyfriends. Tammy’s rage came from being vulnerable or hurt by significant others, such 
as her boyfriend’s infidelity. Based on experiences, rage was the only way she knew how 
to handle hurt. She was aware that rage was an issue hurtful to her boyfriend and felt it 
needed to change. Though Tammy’s rage was not as intense or frequent as it was when 
she was an adolescent, she knew she still needed to work on it. She had the potential to 
express rage and was aware of how it was impacting her relationship. She even scared 
herself when in a rage. 
“I realize within myself, in my relationships its times that I have gotten very 
rageful to the point where I actually scared my boyfriends, because when I was an 
adolescent—during my during my adolescent years, with my first boyfriend I was 
16 and I was with him until I was 21or 22, around that age, and he---I know it 
was times that I scared him I was very hurtful, he cheated on me, and after that I 
felt like something shifted in me and I realized that I needed a lot of work to be 
done, and yeah I get really rageful, that is something that I can say.” 
“I hurt my hand, it was really bad the times that we argued I would hit my hand I 
would hit things and I know that there’s some unresolved issues that I have within 
myself but it hasn’t happened in a while but I know the potential is very much 
there and I know when I do that it scares him really badly and that’s something 
that I need to continue to work through …were in a much better place now, but 
it’s been scary for me.” 
Tammy experienced disassociation and was afraid because she did not know what 
she was capable of in that state. She no longer had control over her actions. She became 
this way in her relationships and realized that witnessing IPV influenced her rage. 
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“In moments of rage, I feel like at times I’ve been so angry that I kinda don’t feel 
like---- I’m not in my body or something…..Yeah, just like that it just felt surreal 
like I wasn’t in control, and I know that’s  really scary. So I think that was 
definitely something that I feel like how I was in my relationships like that 
experience of witnessing domestic violence could have impacted me to be more---
-to have that rage.” 
Five participants experienced some form of IPV in their relationships. Moose 
explained hitting his girlfriend because she was hurtful towards him. Moose believed 
people deserved to be hit in certain situations, like intentionally hurting him. Moose 
initially expressed that he never hit his girlfriend; he then corrected himself, admitting 
that he did hit her once. He justified being abusive by equating hitting his girlfriend to a 
parent disciplining a child by hitting.  He rationalized that hitting her was necessary 
because she never again said anything hurtful and he never again hit her.  
“I guess my own with my kid’s mom, you know we got two kids, and we was 
young, I never hit her, I just say that first, I hit her once, one time I hit her. Well 
like okay, the one time that I hit her she was going through emotional stress and 
she was just being very mean towards me and she said some things I felt she 
shouldn’t say and I hit her...I felt as if I hit her like you would hit a child out of 
discipline. Like if you gonna be with me man, woman, child, old, or young, this is 
something you don’t say, and if you do say it you’re gonna get popped in the 
mouth, and it wasn’t a yelling you know, she said what she said, I popped her in 
the mouth, and then everything was pretty calm. And I never hit her again and she 
never said it again, so.” 
Nancy was in abusive relationships.  She understood teenagers being in abusive 
relationships because they did not know how to deal with anger. She connected her 
experience to other abusive teenage relationships. Nancy knew that violence could 
manifest in her romantic relationships because she found it hard to deal with anger.   
 “…people I think, anger…..teenagers don’t know how to deal with their anger 
issues you know they lash out and stuff like that at each other, boyfriends, 
girlfriends…..so yeah I did have a boyfriend or two where I would get mad  
maybe every now and again and hit him thinking it’s okay or vice versa.” 
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Aaliyah was typically the aggressor in fights with her boyfriend. Aaliyah knew 
she was unable to deal with her feelings productively. She dealt with anger by being 
violent toward her partner.  She felt justified being violent when she caught her boyfriend 
cheating.  It was hard for her to stay calm.  She saw violence as her only option. Also, she 
would rather be in control than be powerless in her relationship.  This usually led her to 
initiate violence in the relationship.  
“I mean I got in a couple of physical altercations, but it was my altercation, and 
I—a lot of ones I have been into as far as with a guy I did the hitting first so I’m 
not saying I still deserved it, but I did the hitting first being involved with my 
feelings, not dealing with my feelings correctly…..Like I should’ve been more of a 
lady, I should’ve walked away, I caught a spouse cheating once and I busted him 
in the face with a book and we fought in the street, he didn’t punch me but we still 
fought in the street.” 
“Well I mean, in my situation a lot of times I was the aggressor so I felt like 
maybe I don’t know like maybe I was winning cause I wasn’t the one on the weak 
side, the one that was in the corner crying or the one getting Black eyes or getting 
a busted lip, you know I was more of the one that wanna do the busting of the 
lip.” 
Similarly, Ciara was the aggressor in her relationships. Ciara understood that it 
was wrong to be violent in relationships but did it anyway when angry. Angry, she was 
no longer in control and violence would ensue. She was in a long-term relationship where 
there was frequent violence. Staying in this relationship meant continued violence and 
mirroring her parents’ and her father’s other relationships; and she did not want this type 
of relationship.  
“I always be the one to hit first, and that’s not good, that’s not good at all but I 
always have the action to do that first, whether it’s me being angry or yeah I was 
the aggressor and it escalated from there.” 
“Yeah it was long-term and it just went down…it went downhill like I said we 
have our fights and stuff like I have…I wanna put my hands on him and 
everything a lot and I just needed, I couldn’t be with him because of that and I 
feel like I looked back on my mom and my father and how he was in his other 
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relationship and I didn’t want to be there so I had to, I couldn’t be with 
him…….Yes it was often, like every other day, like punching and things like that.” 
Tammy became angry and hit her boyfriend. She was remorseful after she hit 
him. Like some of the other participants, Tammy felt a need to justify hitting her partner. 
She realized that her abusive act was not acceptable. She did not have control over her 
actions due to rage. Tammy was vulnerable during this moment with her boyfriend, 
which influenced her aggressive behavior towards him. 
“It has been a few times that I have been rageful as well, that I did honestly I did 
slip up once, and I was very vulnerable in this moment but it doesn’t excuse what 
I did but I did slap him in his face and it was more like instinctual and I felt so 
terrible after I did it…..I didn’t mean to do that but it happened so fast.” 
Three participants felt comfortable with violence. Moose was particularly 
comfortable with it. He felt that he could mentally and emotionally handle violence. He 
assumed that, in particular situations, violence was necessary but the individual should 
not lose control while being violent.  He thought that people had to go against the rules 
when it came to fighting. Even though Moose was accepting of violence, he was against 
it when someone was physically in a vulnerable position. 
“Like I'm more comfortable with violence I would think. Like if somebody is 
getting hurt like a fight, or if somebody got shot, or....just violence is, you know 
I'm comfortable mentally with it, it’s still hard to look at like you see somebody 
leg get broke or something...I guess I'm comfortable with it I'm not against 
violence I'm pro violence in certain situations. Like some people say you should 
never fight you should never hit, it should never be, and I think it’s times where 
there should be violence, maybe on a controlled level if possible, but still yeah I'm 
all for violence.” 
“Well dealing with violence I guess it’s what I said already is I’m open to 
violence and I’m comfortable with it but I don’t think that any innocent should be 
hurt any weaker people like no man on woman violence or big on little or 
anything like that.” 
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For Aaliyah, violence was a tolerable way to deal with problems, and she 
understood why violence was used in certain situations. She was aware of the fact that 
IPV might have influenced her perspective, causing her to think that violence was okay. 
Aaliyah felt that violence was sometimes needed in order to “straighten people out.”  She 
felt that violence helped and, at times, was the only answer in a relationship. 
Nevertheless, she did not think that her mother needed to be hit.  She knew that what 
happened to her mother was wrong.  
“Well you know one thing I can say is I wanna say that maybe witnessing stuff 
like that it almost—not that it makes violence okay but it almost feels like that’s 
your only answer sometimes you know like its bad when spouses hit on each other 
I agree, even when the girl do it do the boy but I mean sometimes, I don’t know 
sometimes it seems like violence is the answer sometimes. Sometimes it 
straightens people out, I don’t know why but sometimes it do, but I don’t agree 
with what happened with my mom, straightening her out, but it’s necessary 
sometimes, sometimes.” 
Moose had a similar view, hitting his girlfriend needed to be done. Moose did not 
feel badly about being violent because he felt justified. He believed she provoked him 
into hitting her, which made him unapologetic. However, he felt that he did not want to 
do it again. He believed that IPV was twofold because both men and women were 
affected. He believed that violence was sometimes provoked, but could also be used as a 
means to control and dominate.  
“Man you know, I felt like I don’t wanna ever hit her, but you know sh**...I don’t 
know I didn’t feel bad about it, I felt like it needed to be done…..Yeah I felt 
provoked, I didn’t feel bad, I didn’t want to do it again.” 
“Well, I think that the subject of non-violence is on the fence it can go both ways, 
men get abused, women get abused, women get forced upon, and intimidated, and 




Aaliyah had confused ideas about violence. She believed a man should not hit a 
woman. However, she believed it was acceptable for a woman to hit a man because 
women were physically weaker. She felt abuse from a woman was not as bad because a 
man was stronger. Hence, he should be able to take it.   
 “I can understand it both ways, but I don’t recommend a man to hit a woman, 
but a man I feel like can tolerate a woman’s slap I mean a slap from a woman? 
I’m not saying the girl should pick up a brick and break him down and beat him 
up all bad, but a slap isn’t nothing.” 
Aaliyah believed being disrespected justified a violent action. She realized the 
option to leave was available before becoming violent.  In her experience, she felt that 
walking away fueled her anger even though it was the best thing to do.  
“Okay, if you being totally disrespected I think, I do feel like---you should try to 
walk away first, cause you know a lot of times when you walk away you kinda 
make yourself madder, I’ve got that and you might slap somebody, you know it’s 
possible but I mean it’s not right, but sometimes if somebody disrespect you to the 
point of no return maybe you do gotta smack somebody in the face.” 
Nancy especially did not realize that IPV was wrong and thought, “If you hit me, 
imma hit you back.” That was something she grew up with and learned as a child. It was 
natural for her to be violent when physically threatened.  
 “But not realizing “wow its wrong” and I wasn’t the type to just let it go down 
like that, so again the mentality that I grew up with “you hit me imma hit you 
back”  it’s just something you do.” 
Four participants experienced depression, substance abuse, and engaged in high-
risk behaviors as a result of witnessing IPV.  
Aaron felt depressed at times because he held things in, not talking with anyone 
about his feelings. He knew he had emotional problems and spoke to a medical doctor 
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about how he was feeling. However, Aaron was opposed to therapy. He was aware that 
he often felt overwhelmed because he did not express his emotional issues.  
 “I even let my doctor know, like, sometimes I do feel depressed, but I'm not 
going to therapy….You just feel like things you wanted to get done and 
accomplish, it balls up, and then you know, I told you by the by me holding things 
in I feel everything at once, you know.” 
Tammy, particularly, had trouble with self-esteem and self-worth. She believed 
that witnessing IPV impacted her view of self. Initially, Tammy did not understand why 
she had issues with self-esteem. She did not realize that witnessing IPV had something to 
do with it. She believed having low self-esteem was a continuous struggle for her. She 
intellectually knew she was important and not less than others but had to continually 
challenge emotional issues of low self-esteem. Low self-esteem and self-worth were 
integrated into her identity.  
“I had some self-esteem issues and that I had to deal with and I couldn’t 
understand where it was coming from at the time until I got a little older and you 
know I also had some other issues like mostly self-esteem and things like that 
trying to get through that, it took a while to get through that and I still have some 
of those things that creep up in the back of my mind and being self-critical and 
things like that---I did see myself as someone special and important and things 
like that but I did have issues thinking of whether or not I was worthy and things 
like that, it was really a tough process for me and figuring those things out. That’s 
the primary thing that I can think of at this point in time.” 
Raymond used alcohol as an adolescent. Witnessing his aunt and uncle fight was 
part of the reason he began drinking.  Raymond’s drinking originally developed because 
it was something to do.  Ultimately, it was a way to cope with some of the effects of 




 “Because I do drink, you know what I mean, so it kind of did play a factor in it a 
little bit. I did pick up some habits from it, some that didn't -- it's kind of vice 
versa…… just build on you after a while, like you said, well, I could drink.” 
Ciara felt witnessing IPV partially impacted her choices in men and her decision 
to have a child early in life. Ciara knew she was dealing with the wrong man but, for her, 
a drug dealer with money and cars was the ideal mate. This was the only type of man she 
saw. She neither saw other types of men nor did she have an active father figure in her 
life. She engaged in other high risk behaviors as well, such as getting pregnant at an early 
age and running away.  
 “It impacted because I never looked for the “right” you know my pick was 
always wrong like I never had a good…you know I never wanted a guy that went 
to school and did stuff, I wanted the drug dealer, I wanted him to have money and 
cars, I never you know, just cause I thought that was okay, that was the life like 
that’s always the life I seen……like I had a baby young I had a boyfriend, did a 
lot with sneaking and all that.” 
Structural description of engaging in aggressive interactions, internalizing 
issues, and rationalizing IPV. The lived world existentials displayed within this theme 
were lived time, lived body and lived relation to other.  
Childhood feelings of helplessness, fear, and lack of safety developed into anger 
and rage during participants’ adolescence. Their anger and rage manifested primarily in 
romantic relationships. “I guess it impacted me because in my relationship I do have 
rage, and I do wanna fight.” Also, this was a time when they began to experience the 
effects of witnessing IPV.  “…how we’re affected in adulthood…..because you see 
domestic violence you may grow up angry.” “That experience of witnessing domestic 
violence could have impacted me to be more----to have that rage.” 
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Based on their experiences of witnessing IPV, some participants modeled the 
aggressive behaviors of their fathers or caregivers.  Although the idea of violence was 
wrong, these participants felt that violence was the way to handle conflict. “Maybe 
witnessing stuff like that it almost—not that it makes violence okay but it almost feels like 
that’s your only answer sometimes.” “I did the hitting first being involved with my 
feelings, not dealing with my feelings correctly…” These participants did not have the 
luxury of being in families where anger and conflict were handled effectively. They 
learned the family lesson that you become aggressive when angry or mentally and/or 
physically hurt.  “I grew up with “you hit me imma hit you back” it’s just something you 
do.” 
 It was not until their adulthood that participants realized why they had such 
difficult experiences as adolescents. “I had some self-esteem issues and that I had to deal 
with and I couldn’t understand where it was coming from at the time until I got a little 
older.”  Participants had a range of issues as a result of witnessing IPV, such as 
depression, low self-esteem, substance use, and choosing the wrong romantic partners. “I 
even let my doctor know, as if, sometimes I do feel depressed.” “I do drink; you know 
what I mean, so it kind of did play a factor in it a little bit. I did pick up some habits from 
it.” “It impacted because I never looked for the “right” guy you know my pick was 
always wrong.” In addition, participants who did not have the opportunity or support to 
talk about or deal with the IPV they witnessed in childhood externalized those feelings. 
“I’d bust out windows all the time and stuff like that…. that's what I did to kind of get it 
out ….I know I caused extensive damage.” 
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In regards to lived body, most participants felt they needed to be in a position of 
power and had anger and rage. Because of this, violence eventually occurred in their 
relationships.  Participants saw the importance of being powerful in their relationships. 
“In my situation a lot of times I was the aggressor so I felt like maybe I don’t know like 
maybe I was winning cause I wasn’t the one on the weak side.” “I didn’t want to be the 
one that was in the corner crying or the one getting Black eyes or getting a busted lip, 
you know I was more of the one that wanna do the busting of the lip.”  Despite not 
wanting to be violent or to be in a violent situation, participants found themselves in 
violent situations.  
Early in the interviews, participants did not want to label themselves as abusers 
but half of them were the aggressors in their relationships. This was despite their strong 
views about non-violence.  “I did have a boyfriend or two where I would get mad maybe 
every now and again and hit him thinking it’s okay or vice versa.” “A lot of ones I have 
been into as far as with a guy I did the hitting first.” 
In regards to lived relation to other, participants became physically aggressive 
when they felt vulnerable. Using violence was deemed acceptable, especially when hurt 
by a significant other. “I caught a spouse cheating once and I busted him in the face with 
a book and we fought in the street.” “If somebody disrespect you to the point of no return 
maybe you do gotta smack somebody in the face.”  Participants’ aggressive interactions 
were influenced by their comfort and acceptance of violence.  “I guess I'm comfortable 
with it I'm not against violence I'm pro violence in certain situations.” Participants felt 
that a person needed to be hit in order to keep that person from “acting out.” “Sometimes 
it seems like violence is the only answer; sometimes it straightens them out.” Violence 
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was regarded as productive in the participant’s own relationships. “She said what she 
said, I popped her in the mouth, and then everything was pretty calm. And I never hit her 
again and she never said it again.” 
 Growth from witnessed IPV/view of self as a better person. Six participants 
believed there were positives to witnessing IPV. They felt they developed a good self-
concept and resiliency.  
Textural description for growth from witnessed IPV/view of self as a better 
person. Raymond was happy he endured a negative situation and became a better person 
because of it. He was proud that, as a man, he had the capacity to walk away from 
potentially violent situations.  
“It made me look at myself as a better person, because it's easier for me to walk 
away from stuff like that.  I just walk away and leave it alone…..I don't know, just 
to say -- experiencing it has made me a better person.” 
Raymond was glad for the experience because it taught him to care about IPV in 
his relationships.  
“And I'm happy I did experience it, because if I didn't, who knows…So I guess if I 
didn't go through it, I probably would be a little different about it, wouldn't care 
probably.” 
Aaliyah felt she was a better person because it helped her to see things more 
clearly. She believed she could discern an abusive man before entering into a relationship 
with him.  
“It made me…I wanna say a better person, I could see things a little clearer, like 
I think I should be able to tell an abusing man from a mile away, I hope, I’d like 
to think that anyways.” 
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Aaron felt witnessing IPV helped him be more independent. He related he might 
not be as self-reliant now had he not witnessed IPV.  He took pride in not depending on 
anyone to get things done.  
 “I think it really helped me.…. I'm the person I am, like, more independent.  I 
like to get out and do things myself.”  
“That's what I'm saying, I think that was the real stepping stone -- it wasn't for 
that, I probably would have been more dependent, like a lot of  grown people, 
their mommy and daddy, do this and that for them, they don't know how to do it 
for  themselves.  So I'm kind of happy.” 
Nancy realized negative experiences of witnessing IPV made her grow as a 
person and be more resilient.  She believed the lessons learned as a result of negative 
experiences could help her lead a better life.  
 “What….even though things do happen that are bad it can also make you a 
stronger person like you learn from other peoples mistakes not to be that one to 
repeat the past.” 
Nancy felt any experience, positive or negative, could make a person stronger. 
She believed things happened for a reason though you might not understand at the time.  
 “I think every experience you go through makes you stronger as a better person, 
although  you may not realize it then when your growing up its hard but I think 
eventually you will realize what you been through, there’s a reason for it.” 
Moose viewed witnessing IPV as a learning experience that helped him grow as 
an individual. He believed people, like himself, changed for the better from a negative 
experience. He was uncertain about how he was impacted or how he grew from 
witnessing IPV but sure it made a difference in his life.  
“I say yes because it’s a situation that happened and you learn and change from 
everything that happens to you no matter what it is, it can be anything, you 
always learn from your experience and it always changes you or leaves something 
with you, but I don’t know what that is.” 
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Daina’s witnessing of IPV shaped how she perceived people and relationships. 
She assumed the worst and her relationships ended negatively. Over time, Daina learned 
more about herself, growing from her past as opposed to allowing it to influence her 
future experiences. She began to realize that not every situation ended up negatively. As 
well, she began to understand all men are neither dishonest nor out to hurt her.  
“Now I feel like I’m now learning more of myself and really willing to let go and 
accept people for what they is and having a broader outlook on things and not 
trying to base things for my future on my past experiences so I’m learning that 
cause I wanna say for a long time I would always think everything would end up 
bad no one, everyone would be dishonest and things like that.” 
Structural description of growth from witnessed IPV/view of self as a better 
person. The life world existentials represented in this theme were lived time, and body.  
Retrospectively, participants believed witnessing IPV was a learning experience. 
They gained strength and a positive sense of self. As adults, they looked at their 
experiences logically. “Even though things do happen that are bad it can also make you a 
stronger person like you learn from other peoples mistakes.” “I say yes because it’s a 
situation that happened and you learn and change from everything that happens to you 
no matter what it is.” Participants saw how they grew as individuals for the better and 
recognized their ability to handle themselves well in situations that could have been 
violent. “It made me look at myself as a better person, because it's easier for me to walk 
away from stuff like that.” 
Participants were proud of the ability to discern a potentially abusive partner from 
witnessing IPV.  “It made me…I wanna say a better person, I could see things a little 
clearer, like I think I should be able to tell an abusing man from a mile away.” Also, they 
took pride in not ending up in abusive relationships where they were controlled and 
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dominated. Further, they grew more as individuals and realized a positive outcome came 
from witnessing IPV despite it being hard. “I think every experience you go through 
makes you stronger as a better person, although you may not realize it then when your 
growing up.” 
With respect to lived body, there was a positive in that the participants felt they 
had grown from the experience and viewed themselves as better people. “…don't know, 
just to say -- experiencing it has made me a better person.” Witnessing IPV helped them 
to learn from the experience and become stronger people. Participants gained strength 
and independence as a byproduct of witnessing IPV. “I think it really helped me…. I'm 
the person I am, as if, more independent.” “If it wasn't for that, I probably would have 
been more dependent…...  So I'm kind of happy.” They learned to do things on their own 
without anyone’s help. As children, they had not seen this as something that would carry 
them through their difficult experiences. They did not have guidance or support in their 
lives so they had to do everything on their own. As adolescents and adults, they had the 
ability to take care of themselves and not depend on anyone.  
Impact of Witnessing IPV on Self-identity and development 
There were two core themes within the experience of the impact of self-identity and 
development: 
1. Loss of childhood/Gain of independence 
2. Adolescent problems due to IPV exposure 
 Participants shared the common experience of growing up too quickly and 
gaining independence as a result. Due to the IPV in participants’ homes, they were forced 
to become adults in order to protect their mothers or caregivers. Participants took pride in 
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the fact that they had become independent at a young age. They only had to depend on 
themselves, and thus they would not get disappointed. Participants also became 
independent because they did not want to be hurt or abused. They did not want to be 
dependent on someone else because they felt it would lead to control and manipulation. 
Moreover, participants lost their childhoods because their parents were not available to 
them. “It just made me become more responsible like no one else gonna do it for me.”  
 A participant’s mother left he and his brother to take care of themselves. He 
dropped out of school to maintain the household and take care of his brother. This 
became a turning point in his life. “That’s when I had to step up and be a man.”  Other 
participants jeopardized their education as a result of dealing with the consequences of 
IPV. One participant missed a significant amount of school to watch her cousin’s children 
due to her sudden murder.  Another participant dropped out of school to take care of his 
household. He began selling drugs to help pay bills and provide clothing and food. He 
also had a child at age 15 and had no choice but to become an adult. In all of these 
situations, participants had to take on adult responsibilities.  The lack of resources and 
parental guidance forced participants to grow up early and learn to take care of 
themselves. 
Collectively, participants were negatively impacted by the experience of 
witnessing IPV. Participants did not want to put themselves in positions where they might 
be controlled or abused. There was an emphasis on not wanting to be the individual who 
was “weaker” or powerless. However, they did not rule out being in a violent relationship 
if warranted. Participants were emotionally triggered when they felt someone was 
disrespectful or demanding in their relationships. Some participants believed violence 
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was justifiable if someone blatantly disrespected them. “If somebody disrespected you to 
the point of no return maybe you gotta smack someone in the face.”   
Participants thought it was important to remain in control in their relationships.  
Lack of control meant the other person had the ability to dominate their lives.  Trust was 
also dangerous for a lot of the participants. It was viewed as risk taking because they 
assumed the relationship would become violent as a result. These participants had to 
maintain their “toughness” in romantic relationships. In moments of vulnerability and 
hurt, anger and rage surfaced, causing violence towards their partners. Some participants 
felt that violence needed to happen in order to “straighten people out.”  
There was a dominant theme of participants being the aggressor in their romantic 
relationships. As a result of witnessing IPV, there were feelings of anger and rage that 
surfaced during adolescence.  They were aware that experiences of helplessness and 
anger toward their abusive fathers or caregivers were expressed in their interactions with 
others. However, based on their experiences, violence became the only way to deal with 
anger and hurt. They had not learned another way to respond, even though, in some 
instances, they were aware that violence was unacceptable.  
Participants’ past experiences of witnessing IPV shaped how their relationships 
took place. Witnessing IPV also impacted some participants’ lack of desire to engage in 
romantic relationships. This was due to what romantic relationships exemplified in their 
lives. Some believed that relationships put them at risk for becoming hurt. Participants 
were faced with other issues as a result of witnessing IPV. Some had issues with 
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depression, low self-esteem and substance use. They attributed some of these issues to 
IPV exposure as well as other life experiences.   
Experience of Being a Low-Income Youth  
General Themes 
1. Having varied options/fewer opportunities because one is low income  
2. Experience of a hard life /lack of understanding from “people” 
3. Unaware that one is low income or living in a bad neighborhood 
4.  The relationship between the community, low-income and IPV. 
Having varied options/fewer opportunities because one is low income. Four 
participants believed that they had different options than children who lived in higher-
class neighborhoods.  
Textural description of having varied options/fewer opportunities because 
one is low-income. Moose felt he had the option to be a drug dealer as opposed to 
attending school and receiving an education. Becoming a drug dealer was easier and 
more accessible than going to college. Moose believed if he lived in a different 
neighborhood and his mother was financially stable, he would have had positive 
opportunities and rewards for good behavior. He realized his environment and family 
situation affected his life. This was particularly clear to him around long-term choices for 
his life. Kids who lived in high-income neighborhoods had the resources to go to college, 
and drug dealing was not a choice.  In his experience, he felt that his only option was 
selling drugs instead of receiving a car for having good grades, and going to college. 
“When you’re in a low-income neighborhood it’s a lot easier to talk to the guy 
that’s at the liquor store you know and stuff like that. I just think you offered 
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different options, like growing up I had the option to be a drug dealer "hey do you 
want some drugs cause if you do I'll show you what to do with them and you'll be 
an ace one hundred drug dealer" I had that option, I didn’t have the option to go 
to college paid for, I didn’t have that option like do you want to go to college?” 
“I didn’t have that even if I feel like...my mother passed away as I got older when 
I was 18, but I feel like she didn’t have the money to do it. You know if I wanted to 
do something, she didn’t have the money to do it, like it wasn’t the option of get 
A's in  school and I will buy you a car, it was like get A's in school and we still 
don’t have money for a car so now you got somebody else saying well you wanna 
sell drugs, you know that’s an option, that if we had money then it would have 
never been an option,  my mother buying a car and me getting A's would have 
been my option.” 
Raymond believed there were different options for children in low-income 
neighborhoods. He felt people in low-income neighborhoods sold drugs while people in 
the suburbs worked. Raymond realized that one was influenced when surrounded by 
people who lived a particular life. He believed wrong guidance could lead one to sell 
drugs because the people in the community were doing the same. If people in one’s 
community were professionals, then they would aspire to become professionals 
themselves. 
 “The difference with that to me, is as you look at a suburban neighborhood and 
an urban neighborhood, you look at the difference, and the difference to me is the 
people they look at in the suburbs is people that work; and then the people that 
the urban people look at is people that hustle, sell drugs all day.  So as a young 
person, if you’re not getting the right guideline, you probably look at them, like, 
you only look at your older people who got money, and say -- well, this is what I 
want to do.” 
“Yeah, it's like if you live in the suburbs and he has a big house, him and his wife, 
that's what you want to do, you want to work and get that.  And the other way, if 
you see somebody that's in an urban vicinity, and they're driving big cars and 
with rims on it -- they could be having the same type of house that the other 
people  have, but the neighborhood is a little different, so they look at it 
differently.” 
For guidance, Moose turned to drug dealers. He turned to people in the streets for 
guidance instead of people with professional occupations because that was what was 
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available. Moose associated the types of jobs people had with the communities they 
resided in. He was aware kids from high-income communities had more access to 
guidance from professionals. 
 “Yeah because most of the people I talked to was drug dealers or people that 
fought for money and stuff like that, they weren’t professional people that went to 
work every day, and I guess that comes from low-income, because if I was in a 
high income when I went outside I can talk to a lawyer or a doctor you know what 
I mean?” 
Tammy felt it was more difficult for kids to grow up in low-income communities. 
She realized she did not have the same opportunities as children from high-income 
communities. 
 “I guess it was just a lot to deal with I guess—it wasn’t a good neighborhood, I 
know that, we really didn’t have the same opportunities as probably the other kids 
had from like kids who were like middle class or upper middle class I feel like it 
probably was harder for us.” 
Moose realized it was hard for him as well. It was hard for him to get a job not 
because people were racist, but because he lived in a low-income neighborhood. All of 
the jobs were in the suburbs or downtown and it was too far from where he lived. There 
was a lack of financial resources and jobs within his community. He noticed the 
structural inequalities between low-income African American communities and high-
income White communities. Going to a different community to work with people who 
were pre-dominantly White was something he had to do if he wanted employment. This 
was another hardship he had to face as a low-income African American. There was a 
sense of defeat as he accepted the fact that Whites would continue to remain in power, 
while low-income African Americans would continue to struggle. 
“Well I feel like it was hard for me to get a job because I was Black...because 
okay, it was hard for me to get a job because I was Black and the reason I say 
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that is not because when I went to the place they was racist because I was Black it 
was because where I lived it was nowhere to go get a job. Everybody where I 
lived was Black and there was really nobody that owned a business and the 
businesses that were owned were mom and pop businesses already with mom and 
pop and family workers, it really was no openings so if you wanted to get a job 
you had to go to where the White people was, where Target was, where Wal-Mart 
was, which is the suburbs which is far away from home, and when you went there 
everybody was White cause that was their neighborhood. Which isn’t wrong it’s 
just the way it was, and that’s the way it still is, I don’t know how it is across the 
world but where I live at, if you want a decent paying job you gotta go to the 
suburbs or you gotta go downtown, and everybody downtown is majority White 
and the people that’s in power giving out the jobs.” 
Ciara associated high-income with Whites. Ciara had issues with being poor, and 
believed White people did not have to worry about the same things as her. She and her 
parents had to worry about the basic necessities of life. Ciara’s parents did not have the 
luxury of being able to help Ciara focus on her grades. Ciara realized she had a lot to deal 
with on a daily basis because of being poor, and witnessing not only IPV but also 
community violence and illicit activities. According to Ciara, White people had it easy 
and did not have to work for anything they had. White people did not understand what it 
was like to be poor and deal with hardships while trying to survive on a daily basis. She 
knew, despite going through a lot of things while living in a low-income neighborhood, 
she still had to learn how to deal with the difficulties of being poor.  
 “Yeah I think White people live a totally different life not even a life but it’s like 
us…me I struggle like White people it seem like they have everything given to 
them like they really have to….like we have to deal with about us being poor, how 
were gonna eat and, they don’t have to worry about that they worry about grades 
and school and stuff and that’s really like you know us like my parents cared 
about things and stuff like that but we had other things to worry about more than 
school and grades and it’s like you know….I don’t know like that’s what they 
should know and it’s like with us dealing with the violence---with me seeing all 
that with the drug dealers and the violence, and you know it was a lot like you 
know so I had to deal with it I had to learn how to deal with it, and know the 
difference like we go through a lot of stuff that they don’t know.” 
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Structural description of having varied options/fewer opportunities because one 
is low income. The life world existentials displayed within this theme were lived space 
and lived relation to other.  
In the context of lived space, the low-income community represented a place of 
guidance for some and a place of danger, lack of opportunities, imprisonment, and 
hardship for others. The lived space of the community was limiting in terms of escaping 
the environment in the hope of having a better life. Some participants believed if they 
lived in an upper class neighborhood they would have different options. “I had the option 
to be a drug dealer…I didn’t have the option to get college paid for.” “I didn’t have that 
option like do you want to go to college?” They realized jobs were scarce, requiring them 
to go to neighborhoods that were predominantly White for employment. “Where I lived it 
was nowhere to go get a job...it really was no openings so if you wanted to get a job you 
had to go to where the White people was.” 
Participants recognized their neighborhoods lacked advancement and opportunity. 
They had fewer options than people who resided in upper class or high-income 
communities. “The difference to me is the people they look at in the suburbs is people 
that work; and then the people that the urban people look at is people that hustle, sell 
drugs all day.” As youth, they had to face the tough reality of living in a low-income 
neighborhood every day. The participants could not do anything about their situations so 
they learned how to be strong and deal with difficult realities. “We have to deal with 
about us being poor, how were gonna eat…….we had other things to worry about more 
than school and grades.” “With us dealing with the violence---with me seeing all that 
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with the drug dealers and the violence, and you know it was a lot.” They had to deal with 
violence as well as trying to survive on a day-to-day basis. 
The people they looked up to in their neighborhoods were individuals who 
engaged in illegal activities. “Yeah because most of the people I talked to was drug 
dealers or people that fought for money and stuff like that, they weren’t professional 
people that went to work every day.”  They did not have access to positive role models 
who lived the “American dream.” This included pursuing education, living their dreams, 
and living productive lives. They did not have doctors or lawyers to emulate. There was 
awareness the community influenced their lives and decisions. “If you’re not getting the 
right guideline, you probably look at them, like, you only look at your older people who 
got money, and say -- well, this is what I want to do.” “You wanna sell drugs; you know 
that’s an option, that if we had money then it would have never been an option.” They 
comprehended that people in upper class neighborhoods led different lives than people in 
low-income neighborhoods “It's like if you live in the suburbs and he has a big house, 
him and his wife, that's what you want to do, you want to work and get that.” “If I was in 
a high income when I went outside I can talk to a lawyer or a doctor.”  Participants knew 
they had difficult lives.  They were exposed to and dealt with a lot of negative things at 
an early age. “It wasn’t a good neighborhood, I know that, we really didn’t have the same 
opportunities…it probably was harder for us.” 
The experience of lived human relation involved the power of peers and 
“mentors” on the community. Some participants felt the pull between doing “right” and 
“wrong.” They felt the influence of the people around them to do the wrong things, such 
as using drugs and becoming a drug dealer.  “I had the option to be a drug dealer "hey do 
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you want some drugs cause if you do I'll show you what to do with them and you'll be an 
ace one hundred drug dealer.”  Participants modeled the lifestyles and behaviors they 
were exposed to in their communities. 
Participants saw a contrasting relationship between themselves and White people 
and the upper class.  High-class living was associated with Whiteness. “Yeah I think 
White people live a totally different life not even a life but it’s like us…me I struggle like 
White people it seem like they have everything given to them.” They believed White 
people would never understand what it was like to be poor. They felt White people had 
the luxury of focusing on things outside of the basic needs of survival. “They don’t have 
to worry about that (being poor) they worry about grades and school and stuff” “We go 
through a lot of stuff that they don’t know.” They recognized a difference in how they 
lived compared to White people. Whites were in a position of power and were the ones 
that gave opportunities, especially when it came to employment. “I don’t know how it is 
across the world but where I live at, if you want a decent paying job you gotta go to the 
suburbs or you gotta go downtown, and everybody downtown is majority White and the 
people that’s in power giving out the jobs.”  
Experience of a hard life being poor /lack of understanding from “people.” 
Six participants described how their lives had been difficult as low-income youth. They 
believed people outside of their experiences did not understand what they had 
experienced.  
Textural description of the experience of a hard life being poor/lack of 
understanding from “people.” Nancy was frustrated because she did not want to live in 
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a bad neighborhood. She realized the way she lived was not “normal.” There was sadness 
that came along with being poor. She observed her environment and grasped that it was 
not optimal living. It was something that was inescapable for her, being poor was not a 
choice. Nancy’s experiences of living in a poor community were overwhelming and 
exhausting. There was a great deal of difficulty living in a low-income community filled 
with violence, crime, and drugs. She believed that lack of happiness in people’s lives led 
to more unhappiness and anger. Nancy needed to specify that poor people did not want to 
live that way.  
 “I think that no one wants to be in a bad community no one wants to  live in a 
rundown house, everybody wants nice things for the most part, people may not 
wanna work for the nice things but, everybody wants nice things so I think with 
just the frustrations around you like “look at this hell hole I’m living in, or look at 
this crap, these guys hanging on the street corner” no one wants to come home 
and see that, that’s not healthy  living, that’s not a healthy lifestyle.” 
“No one wants to hear gunshots right down the street or almost right outside your 
door, people don’t want to live in that environment, that makes you angry like  
you get sick and tired of it, it’s only but so much you can take, so I think with 
those frustrations of the community, and just the area as a whole I mean you’re 
not happy, you’re not a happy person, no one wants to live in a city that’s full of 
violence and crime, and drugs.” 
 
Nancy believed the poor African American community was stereotyped. She 
believed “people” judged poor African Americans without understanding why they were 
angry or engaged in illicit activities. She felt there was no choice given the communities 
they lived in.  She attempted to create more understanding for her community by 
defending kids who grew up poor. She believed things happened because it was all they 
knew; they were influenced by the environment. 
 “But it’s like being in that type of environment we are stereotyped but at the 
same time I don’t think we have a choice and I think that we are criticized and the 
mentality that we have as people that grow up in poor communities I think they 
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think that it’s okay to be one way because you grew up like that, but it’s not so 
you don’t really understand like why am I angry but it’s because of the 
environment that you grew up in or the community that you grew up in.” 
Aaliyah dealt with witnessing IPV at home and violence in her neighborhood. She 
was frustrated because nothing improved in her neighborhood. Also, she was frustrated 
by her experiences with the police. She felt they minimized her mother’s experience 
when they came to the house after her mom and dad fought. Aaliyah wanted “people” to 
understand that individuals were products of their environment. She believed violence 
felt normal when an individual was consistently around it. She recognized that it was not 
normal to steadily loose friends in her life but thought, due to the frequency of witnessing 
violence, a process of desensitization occurred.  
“I mean you seeing violence in your house, ain't nothing getting done, you got 
police coming to your doors talking about “oh he’s not that big” it’s like a lot of -
-it’s rough, like be a little more understanding to our surroundings look how we 
living that’s why we are the way we are and your only a product of your 
environment I mean you can try not to be but you know when you see something 
all the time it’s almost normal. Like even with us growing up losing friends, 
people grow up and we lose friends, it’s almost getting normal now, people 
getting shot and killed—your almost numb to it.” 
Ciara was aware that being poor was not normal. She knew that it was not an 
acceptable way to live. She knew that it was not an environment for kids to live in. She 
recognized the massive impact on a child living in a low-income community. She felt that 
parents needed to be aware that children were affected by their environments. She learned 
that she was affected by her environment based on her experiences with her parents and 
the community she lived in. She learned from her experiences, and realized that she did 
not want to continue to live that life.  
“It’s not normal to have to be broke, it’s not normal to have to see that stuff 
happening, I know its life it’s gonna happen but it shouldn’t, that’s not the life 
that kids should grow up in or seeing or living and it does effect children like at 
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the end of the day it effects their lives like even if the parents might not think so 
but it does, it has a big impact cause it did on mine and it taught me a lot  just 
from looking at my parents and seeing what they went through.” 
 Marvin felt that being poor and living with his aunt was difficult. He saw how 
difficult it was to survive when his aunt did not have the resources to feed or clothe him 
and his siblings. He had the additional hardship of his parents being absent from his life. 
This was something that added to his experience of being a low-income youth. Marvin’s 
life began to improve when he and his siblings moved in with his father.  
“It was hard there, it was real hard there, she really didn’t have a lot 
to….especially to feed  us and clothe us either, cause my mom was going through 
her drug problem and my dad was nowhere to be found but that’s when my dad 
got custody of us, and it’s been good ever since then.” 
Like Marvin, Tammy realized it was hard growing up in a low-income 
neighborhood. She realized her family struggled financially to the point of worrying 
about basic needs. In her youth, she assumed it was the way life was supposed to be. 
Survival was the primary concern in the lives of both Tammy and Marvin. Tammy was 
sensitive to certain objects and things that reminded her of what it was like to be poor. 
Tammy knew living in a poor neighborhood was very difficult and had an impact on her.  
 “I mean we had it really rough because we were worried about our next meal, I 
just thought that, that was life like not having clothes, or having the best places to 
live in---I have a big thing with roaches because pretty much when I was a kid 
everywhere we lived we had roaches and we would see rats, it was really bad.” 
“…..but I feel like it did have some impact on me----and being poor I mean------
it’s hard that’s all I can say, it’s really hard.” 
Tammy and Tina felt threatened in their communities.  They feared getting hurt 
due to the high rate of community violence and therefore lived in constant fear for their 
lives. They never felt safe because someone was constantly shot or killed in their 
communities. Tammy did not have the comfort of safety and freedom. She was afraid 
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regularly of getting shot or killed. She reflected on childhood experiences where she and 
her friends ran for safety to avoid being shot or killed. She remembered the sounds of 
gunshots and the fear of witnessing community violence. 
 “This guy was shooting his gun he didn’t even look to where he was shooting at  
he was just shooting behind him and it was a huge chance that one of us could 
have got shot, but luckily none of us got hurt, we all ran downstairs in the 
basement and---but we couldn’t go outside anymore we were really scared and 
crying and I just can remember like yesterday that was the scariest thing I ever 
saw because I just knew that somebody was gonna get hurt, and that was a 
common thing---drive by shootings and things like that we would have to get on 
the floor when we heard gun shots.” 
Tina had a difficult time because people living close to her house were shot. She 
worried that she or a member of her household would be hurt as a result of someone 
trying to kill another person in her neighborhood.  
“All the shooting over there…like one day Tony got shot and like a week later 
Edward got shot we had to worry about a bullet flying through our window tryna 
come at someone else.” 
With respect to education, Nancy struggled while going to college. She worked 
full time while attending school because her parents did not have the means to help her. 
She had to do things on her own and take care of herself. She was determined to get out 
of the neighborhood where she grew up. She had difficulty completing school and 
realized that it was a lot of work for her to graduate college. She was proud of graduating 
college despite the hardships she faced.  
“I went to school and kept a job while I was in school because I knew I didn’t 
have the mommy or the daddy to financially support me at school, I didn’t have a 
free meal ticket in school, so I kept a job just to keep extra money in my pocket 
and to feed myself and you know that was hard but I did manage to stay four 
years and graduate.” 
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It was hard for Daina to attend college because she had to help take care of the 
household. She felt the extra pull to work hard and help her mother to provide for the 
family. Attending school was less important because her family lacked resources. She felt 
stuck because she wanted to attend and graduate college, but she and her family needed 
money to survive. Further, she did not have the financial resources or other things 
necessary to attend school. Ultimately, she did not go to school because neither she nor 
her mother could afford it. 
“I think that maybe if the home life was easier and I could’ve just went to college 
and not worry about having a side job and getting the extra things that I want or 
even just having a means of transportation getting to and from school and to buy 
books and stuff like that maybe I would’ve stuck in it longer or been done now but 
yeah like I said I always feel like it would have easier for my mom if she had some 
help and you know I always felt like---I always would just like I don’t know that’s 
another aspect that I know maybe---she always made me feel like I gotta work 
really hard like not education as second but I feel like it would have been taking 
away from me making money that I need to survive…..Yeah I think it’s like 50/50 
cause you shouldn’t back burner school but if you can’t  financially make it to 
school what can you do.” 
Tammy had a hard time getting through college, especially since she was a first- 
generation college student. She believed she had the tenacity and motivation to get 
through school. She understood that sacrifices came with being the first person in her 
family to go to college. She had to learn a lot of things on her own, but she was 
determined to have a different life from the one she had growing up.  
 “I’m glad that I gave myself the motivation to strive myself to push it’s just really 
hard when you come from that type of background because I was a trailblazer, 
I’m first generation I had to learn to do everything on my own, and it’s really 
hard like I said, and it’s a lot of---I felt like my experiences motivated me to want 
something better for my life in all aspects, my education, my career, my 
relationships, my friendships everything.” 
Marvin had a difficult time in school and eventually dropped out to make money 
to take care of his younger siblings. A teacher gave up on him, not believing he could 
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pass his class. Marvin felt he had to prove his ability to pass and do well in school. He 
wanted to show it was his family situation that got in the way of his capacity to engage in 
school. Going to school was overwhelming because he did not have clothing or things 
other children had; and he was teased.  
“Yes that’s what I’m saying, leave school, I didn’t even go to school a lot I 
remember one time, I will remember this until the day I die my teacher, no my 
principle he wanted me to pass, and told me I couldn’t pass because I wasn’t 
eligible to do it and I did it for him, I just showed him that I could come to school 
and participate but the households messed up. I didn’t have the correct clothing 
in school and I got talked about, and stuff like that.” 
Structural description of the experience of a hard life/lack of understanding 
from “people” The life world existentials displayed within this theme were lived time, 
lived space, lived body, and lived relation to other.  
Within the context of lived time, participants reflected on their hardship lives as 
children. They felt trapped in their life circumstances and struggled with living in a 
crime-ridden community. “People don’t want to live in that environment that makes you 
angry like you get sick and tired of it, it’s only but so much you can take.” Being poor 
was frustrating and depressing. Participants lost hope of escaping from their 
communities. “I mean you’re not happy, you’re not a happy person, no one wants to live 
in a city that’s full of violence and crime, and drugs.” 
Participants were faced with difficult circumstances while living in a low-income 
community. “It’s not normal to have to be broke, it’s not normal to have to see that stuff 
happening, I know its life it’s gonna happen but it shouldn’t, that’s not the life that kids 
should grow up in.”  Hearing gunshots throughout the day and night remained with 
participants. They constantly feared for their lives due to the high rates of community 
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violence. “We had to worry about a bullet flying through our window tryna come at 
someone else.” Over time, a numbing process took place and the once traumatic violence 
became normal from the continuous losses. “With us growing up losing friends, people 
grow up and we lose friends, it’s almost getting normal now, people getting shot and 
killed—your almost numb to it.” “That was a common thing---drive by shootings and 
things like that we would have to get on the floor when we heard gun shots.” 
Within the context of lived space, there was a sense of feeling trapped and 
hopeless. Participants did not have the means to escape their living situations. There was 
frustration feeling trapped in a low-income community. “Look at this hell hole I’m living 
in.” “No one wants to be in a bad community no one wants to live in a rundown house.” 
Additionally, there were frustrations with the way they lived and what they witnessed. 
“These guys hanging on the street corner, no one wants to come home and see that.” “No 
one wants to hear gunshots right down the street or almost right outside your door.” 
Moreover, the community created anxiety, worry, and fear within participants. 
Participants feared for their lives.  Rather than being a place of fun and connection, their 
community was unsafe, even life threatening. “He was just shooting behind him and it 
was a huge chance that one of us could have got shot…..we couldn’t go outside 
anymore.” 
Living in a low-income community was very difficult for these participants. “It 
was hard there, it was real hard there, she really didn’t have a lot to….especially to feed 
us and clothe us either.” “We had it really rough because we were worried about our 
next meal; I just thought that, that was life like not having clothes, or having the best 
places to live in.” They had to survive with the hope that they would make it through the 
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next day. This environment was damaging to the development of these participants. 
“That’s not healthy living, that’s not a healthy lifestyle.” Participants were robbed of 
their childhoods and forced to grow up given their harsh exposure to negative activities in 
the community. The community had a powerful influence on individuals. Participants 
became a product of their environment. They did not know any other way of being. “It’s 
okay to be one way because you grew up like that, but it’s not so you don’t really 
understand like why am I angry but it’s because of the environment that you grew up in.” 
“That’s why we are the way we are and your only a product of your environment.” “It 
does effect children like at the end of the day it effects their lives like even if the parents 
might not think so but it does, it has a big impact cause it did on mine.” 
With respect to lived body, participants were motivated to lead different lives than 
their parents. Going to school was difficult because of their extenuating circumstances. “I 
went to school and kept a job while I was in school because I knew I didn’t have the 
mommy or the daddy to financially support me.” “I think that maybe if the home life was 
easier and I could’ve just went to college and not worry about having a side job.” 
Participants became tenacious and motivated because they did not have financial or 
emotional support outside of themselves.  Participants worked hard and sacrificed in 
order to succeed. “I’m glad that I gave myself the motivation to strive myself to push it’s 
just really hard when you come from that type of background because I was a 
trailblazer.” “I had to learn to do everything on my own, and it’s really hard.”  Their 
education was more than a degree; it was a promise for a new life that was free of 
poverty, struggle, and violence. “I felt like my experiences motivated me to want 
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something better for my life in all aspects.” “I know that was hard but I did manage to 
stay four years and graduate.”  
 Participants tried to pursue an education, but the difficulties of family life made 
those dreams seem unobtainable. In some instances, survival, not school, was a priority. 
“She always made me feel like I gotta work really hard like not education as second but I 
feel like it would have been taking away from me making money that I need to survive.” 
Participants did not have the financial resources to complete school. They had to choose 
between the tremendous struggle to survive and school. “I think it’s like 50/50 cause you 
shouldn’t back burner school but if you can’t financially make it to school what can you 
do.” They could not go to school knowing their families needed them to help make 
money in order to survive. “I always feel like it would have easier for my mom if she had 
some help.” Kids who completed high school and went on to college without their family 
life being a stressor were privileged.  
Within the context of lived relation to other, there was frustration with “people’s” 
lack of understanding regarding individuals from a low-income background and its 
impact on their lives. It was important for participants to give people an idea about their 
lives as kids who grew up poor. It was not a choice for them to live that way. “Being in 
that type of environment we are stereotyped but at the same time I don’t think we have a 
choice and I think that we are criticized.” Participants felt misunderstood and stereotyped 
by people who did not live their same lives.  
Participants needed people to understand them as products of their environment. 
“It’s rough, like be a little more understanding to our surroundings look how we living.” 
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They felt people had the wrong impression and needed them to know they were impacted 
by their environment. “I feel like it did have some impact on me----and being poor I 
mean------it’s hard that’s all I can say, it’s really hard.” The environment was a prison. 
The only way out was to pursue education and work hard but there were impediments. “I 
just showed him that I could come to school and participate but the households messed 
up.” Some participants needed to prove to others they were capable of succeeding in 
school but prohibited from doing their best by familial hardships.   
Unawareness that one is low income or living in a “bad” neighborhood. Four 
participants did not recognize they were poor, thinking it was the way life was supposed 
to be.  
Textural description of unawareness that one is low income or living in a 
“bad” neighborhood. Ciara realized she struggled as a child because of being low-
income and the violence between her parents. Also, she saw a lot of negative things in her 
community. As a young adult, Ciara realized she did not have a lot and saw a lot at a 
young age. However, as a child, she believed what she saw was okay; she did not know 
being poor was abnormal. 
“Well with me seeing what my mom and dad was going through and I struggled 
as a kid but like during that time, like I didn’t know, but now that I look back on it 
I didn’t have a lot I didn’t really you know, I didn’t see it like that during that 
time, and I saw drug dealers I saw a lot of fights and you know I thought it was 
only….I knew like now I thought it was okay back then.” 
Aaliyah knew that things had been hard as a child, but also appreciated her 
childhood. It was not a negative experience for her. She enjoyed her childhood and her 
experience of being poor was invisible.  However, as she became older, it was obvious to 
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her that had her family not been poor the violence between her parents may not have 
existed.   
“Well I wanna say it was already kinda hard, it was because we was poor but we 
was fun poor, like I guess the kind of poor where we didn’t know we was that poor 
so it wasn’t so bad but I mean as far as the violence is concerned, I mean I don’t 
know if we had money we wouldn’t have been going through the same fight…” 
Tammy was unaware she was poor until a teenager. She then realized her family 
was poor and lived in a poor neighborhood. 
“When we were younger I didn’t know that we were really poor until I got older, 
probably not until high school.” 
Daina particularly felt “stuck” in her neighborhood. She felt if she were in a 
different situation she would be a different person. There was only one perspective from 
which to view the world while living in her neighborhood. She realized it could influence 
how she saw her life and what she expected from it. Being low-income was the only way 
and her life would not get better.  
“….know it make you not be so open minded and wanna be always caged in, you 
can’t walk outside and you know I think if we woulda grow up maybe--- I’m not 
saying it woulda changed you as a person, I’m not saying you should let that---
that alter what you think you can be in life, but it can sometimes make you feel 
like this is it for you and it ain’t no other---no other it ain’t no better. “ 
When it came to violence in the neighborhood, Tammy witnessed violence so 
often that it became normal for her. The shots she heard as a result of gun violence 
became the norm. Tammy also witnessed men and women fighting in the streets. 
Looking back on her situation, Tammy apprehended being poor was extremely difficult. 
She remembered she was exposed to a lot of destructive situations in her life. She did not 
see any other way of living. 
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“After while as we got older it just became normal, we would hear a gunshot and 
we would just go on about our business and kinda keep it moving, you know what 
I mean?” 
“…we did see fights outside too, we did see men and women fighting---domestic 
violence but no one never said anything like we knew it was---I guess we knew it 
was wrong but it was kinda normal back then it was a lot going on, you would see 
guys on the street corners all the time, prostitution, I was just----it was bad over 
there now that I’m looking back on it, it was really bad.” 
Structural description of unawareness that one is low income or living in a 
“bad” neighborhood. The life world existentials displayed within this theme were lived 
time and lived space.  
In the context of lived time, participants viewed the impact of the community 
from the perspective of their adult lives. Participants viewed their low-income status as 
something that was not transparent until they became older. “I didn’t know, but now that I 
look back on it I didn’t have a lot I didn’t really you know, I didn’t see it like that during 
that time.” “When we were younger I didn’t know that we were really poor until I got 
older, probably not until high school.” They knew they had a rough life but did not know 
any other way.  Participants viewed their struggle as the norm. It was all they saw while 
growing up so it became an acceptable way to live. “But it can sometimes make you feel 
like this is it for you and it ain’t no other---no other it ain’t no better.” They did not know 
what it was like to have a “better life.”  
With respect to lived space, seeing domestic violence, drug dealing, and 
prostitution in the streets was a normal routine in their neighborhoods. “We did see fights 
outside too, we did see men and women fighting---domestic violence but no one never 
said anything like we knew it was---I guess we knew it was wrong but it was kinda 
normal….” They did not know they did not have to struggle or witness violence every 
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day. There were no professionals living where they lived, nor was it a place of safety 
despite normalizing the things that took place in the neighborhood. Violence was a part 
of these participants’ lives. They knew they might have led different lives had they lived 
in a better neighborhood. “I think if we woulda grow up maybe--- I’m not saying it 
woulda changed you as a person; I’m not saying you should let that---that alter what you 
think you can be in life.” 
Participants began to shield themselves from the effects of the trauma they 
experienced through normalization. “We was fun poor, like I guess the kind of poor where 
we didn’t know we was that poor so it wasn’t so bad.”  They had the ability to make their 
difficult circumstances invisible. Participants believed the things they experienced in 
their communities were the natural way of living. “I saw drug dealers I saw a lot of fights 
and you know I thought it was only….I knew like now I thought it was okay back then.” 
The relationship between the community, low-income and IPV. Three 
participants believed that violence occurred between their parents due to financial issues.  
Textural description of the relationship between the community, low-income 
and IPV. Nancy believed financial issues caused IPV between her mother and step-
father. She believed lack of money, unemployment, and stress influenced fighting 
between couples. She felt she understood why violence occurred in low-income 
communities, and how it impacted her family. She comprehended being low-income was 
no choice and people dealt with it on a daily basis. People in the low-income community 
were not happy and life was difficult. These experiences influenced violence in the 
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family and community. There was steady frustration with the community, as well as 
frustration with the experienced inequalities in their lives.  
“Financially I think there was a like a lot….a big financial issue where there 
wasn’t a lot of money coming into the house, but although both parents were 
working, there still wasn’t a high income and I think that caused a lot of the 
problems per se.” 
 “We had nowhere to go this is our home, like we can’t escape it, so it’s like I 
think community has a very strong impact on how it affected the abuse in the 
family, I think it causes you  to just be angry and you lash out, you come home 
from work from a long day of work trying to work  a good job or an okay job but 
you have an idiot boss so you can’t take it out on him you come home and just be 
pissed off at your wife or your spouse or for any little thing so it’s just like that’s 
what impact the community has, it causes stress on your family, you want to make 
the situation better but you can’t but you live in this hell hole it’s not paradise, 
you’re not happy because you’re not in  paradise, you know….it’s hard.” 
Aaliyah knew lack of money was the problem within her parent’s relationship. 
She knew there were problems between her parents, primarily, because her mother was 
the breadwinner. She saw that her mother not only dealt with abuse but also infidelity. 
This led to more conflict and stress. Additionally, her mother had to take care of the 
children. 
“Right to the reasoning of the fighting and you know when the one person is 
doing everything and the other person is not, then on top of that people dealing 
with cheating, you got kids I mean…” 
Tammy’s parents had financial issues that impacted their relationship. Her mother 
was the breadwinner in the family and that created stress. As a child, Tammy did not 
realize the source of the conflict. As she got older, she understood it was lack of money 
and her father’s control over her mother’s life. These situations led to fights between her 
parents.  
“I feel like sometimes when I think back on it that a lot of conflict could have 
come from us being so poor. I didn’t think about it in the moment but I know a lot 
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of times money would be very scarce and my mom was pretty much the 
breadwinner and my dad would pretty much take her money, she would come 
home with her check and he would take the whole check, and I know a lot of 
conflict came from that.” 
Structural description of the relationship between the community, low-income 
and IPV. The life world existentials exhibited within this theme were lived time and 
lived space. 
With respect to lived time, participants recognized why conflict took place 
between their parents. As children, they did not understand why the fighting happened.  
They understood their mothers were being hurt and abused. Older, they comprehended 
being low-income and having less resources might have contributed to their parents’ IPV. 
“And I feel like sometimes when I think back on it that a lot of conflict could have come 
from us being so poor. I didn’t think about it in the moment but I know a lot of times 
money would be very scarce.” 
Participants thought more broadly about why IPV happened in relationships based 
on what they saw between their parents. “You come home from work from a long day of 
work trying to work a good job or an okay job but you have an idiot boss so you can’t 
take it out on him you come home and just be pissed off at your wife or your spouse or for 
any little thing.” There was a relationship between being poor and having conflict. They 
saw their parents’ relationships and understood that finances were an issue. “Although 
both parents were working, there still wasn’t a high income and I think that caused a lot 
of the problems per se.” “Financially I think there was a like a lot….a big financial issue 
where there wasn’t a lot of money coming into the house.” 
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The hardships of living in a poor community contributed to these participants’ 
parents fighting. The home was the place where all the anger and frustration of being 
poor and seeing no escape surfaced. “It’s just like that’s what impact the community has, 
you’re not happy because you’re not in paradise, you know….it’s hard.”  The fighting 
resulted from these emotions. There was awareness that the community caused stress not 
only on the couple but also the entire family. “It causes stress on your family, you want 
to make the situation better but you can’t but you live in this hell hole it’s not paradise.” 
This was an inescapable situation for their parents.  “We had nowhere to go this is our 
home, like we can’t escape it, so it’s like I think community has a very strong impact on 
how it affected the abuse in the family.” This added to the sadness and anger that came 
with living in a poor neighborhood.  
Synthesis of the Experience of Being Low-Income 
Two core themes emerged from the lived experience of being low income: 
1. Challenges of being a low-income youth 
2. The impact of the community 
Participants discussed the challenges of being a low-income youth. They had fewer 
opportunities. One participant expressed not having the option to go to college but having 
the option to be a drug dealer. It was hard to be a kid growing up in a low-income 
neighborhood. They were not privileged to have doctors and lawyers to look to for 
guidance. They only had drug dealers and people who engaged in illicit activities. This 
was hard because participants could not find mentors or seek guidance from people who 
lived a different life from their own. Also, it was difficult finding employment due to the 
lack of successful businesses and employment opportunities in their communities.  
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Participants were conscious of living different lives compared to White people.  They 
felt they had to worry about food and clothing. They were unable to worry about school 
or friends because they were focused on basic survival. There was a shared sense of 
frustration in being low-income. They lived in unwanted and undesirable situations; 
especially their low-income neighborhood. Unfortunately, there were no opportunities to 
leave their neighborhood. They were frustrated with fearing for their lives daily.  
Participants were not only frustrated but believed low-income people were angry because 
of witnessing community violence, crime, and drugs.  Additionally, they were irritated by 
the lack of concern from higher systems (e.g. police officers, politicians) regarding 
negative events that occurred in their neighborhoods. 
Participants believed “it was very hard” to be low-income youths because they had to 
worry about basic necessities for survival. Getting an education was challenging for some 
participants due to lack of family resources. They were unable to go to high school and/or 
college because of helping to take care of their households.  Survival took precedence 
over school so school was placed aside. Participants who were first generation college 
students experienced hardship because of lack of financial support by their families.  
They had to take care of themselves while going to college full time.  
The community served as a large factor in some participants’ life decisions. It was 
easier for two participants to become drug dealers because of guidance in the community. 
One participant felt his only choice was to drop out of school and sell drugs. Selling 
drugs was an easily accessible way to make money to help his household.  Participants 
believed if they lived in a high-income neighborhood with working professionals they too 
would become working professionals. Living in a low-income neighborhood, they were 
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influenced to not attend school and engage in illicit activities. Conscious of being 
products of their environment, participants, retrospectively, understood their parents’ 
fighting also was affected by the community and being low-income.  Unemployment and 
lack of money produced stress in couples that resulted in IPV. 
Experience Being African American 
General Themes 
1. No relationship between being African American and witnessing IPV 
2. Hard life for every African American 
3. Having “tough” skin  
4. Not being equal to White people 
No relationship between being African American and witnessing IPV. Three 
participants felt that being African American had not impacted them, while others had 
not thought about the impact of being African American and witnessing IPV.  
Textural description of no relationship between being African American and 
witnessing IPV. Aaron did not believe that being an African American impacted his 
experiences of witnessing IPV. However, he believed that witnessing IPV affected 
him and was something that he would always remember. 
 
“I wouldn't say as a Black person, but I mean, it impacts you when something 
happens, you know---I remember everything.” 
 
Aaliyah’s experience of being African American was also invisible. She did not know 
any other way. It was normal to Aaliyah so she was unable to think about how being 
African American impacted her experience of witnessing IPV. 
“Well it was kinda something, it was something that I kinda didn’t really notice, I 
really didn’t notice, like I didn’t know no other way.” 
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Daina did not think about how being African American impacted her experience of 
witnessing IPV. She was aware of being oblivious to the impact of race on her 
experience. She attributed her not knowing to the normalcy of IPV among African 
American couples.  
“Like I don’t know like I never thought about it as having impact on each other and I-
--and that’s another way like maybe that’s kinda being ignorant to the fact that I only 
witnessed it going on between African Americans so it was kinda something like 
maybe “oh that’s normal” like African American people that’s usually what goes on 
parent’s fight, sometimes the man is abusive.” 
“I never really connected the two I don’t know if it was because I thought it was 
something that was always happening.” (In reference to IPV in AA couples) 
Structural description of no relationship between being African American and 
witnessing IPV. The life world existential displayed within this theme was lived time. 
Participants reflected on their lives as children where they neither thought about nor 
saw a relationship between their race and witnessing IPV. “Like I don’t know like I never 
thought about it as having impact on each other.” They believed IPV was the norm. 
Participants speculated they were unaware of how race played a role due to the common 
everyday experience of being African American and being exposed to African American 
relationships only. “Oh that’s normal” like African American people that’s usually what 
goes on parent’s fight, sometimes the man is abusive.” “I never really connected the two 
I don’t know if it was because I thought it was something that was always happening…” 
It was not something that participants thought about or noticed, even as adults.  
There was a disconnection between the experience of being African American and 
how it could shape and amplify the experience of witnessing IPV. “It was something that 
I kinda didn’t really notice, I really didn’t notice, like I didn’t know no other way.” 
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Participants’ views implied their daily hardship witnessing IPV, not just on the level of 
race but also class, despite them not making the connection. It was difficult to think about 
race because the hardships faced by participants were normalized.  Thus, their 
experiences of race were obscured. However, they knew that witnessing IPV had an 
impact on their lives. “I wouldn't say as a Black person, but I mean, it impacts 
(witnessing IPV) you.” 
Hard life for every African American. Four participants expressed the difficulty of 
being African American within this country. 
Textural description of hard life for every African American. Aaron made the 
blanket statement that most African Americans had a hard time living in this society.  
“I think it's hard for almost every Black American…….” 
Tammy believed it was hard being an African American because White people 
treated her differently because of her race. She thought about past experiences of 
discrimination in her life. Also, she considered how she might have experienced 
discrimination as a child but was unaware.  Tammy felt it was difficult to be an African 
American because of her experiences.  
“I feel like it is hard out here just to be an African American person, because you 
know I have in my lifetime been discriminated against not much when I was a kid but 
maybe I didn’t notice it, but I have had some experiences where, White people in 
particular have treated me a certain way because I was African American.” 
Raymond felt it was hard to be African American.  He was often torn between 
whether or not to call the police in moments of violence. 
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“Yeah, it's not knowing what to do -- should I call the cops or shouldn't I.  And 
growing up, being Black does kind of where they just, it’s always kinda hard.” 
Two participants realized the intersection of gender and race, stating how hard it 
was to be an African American male and female. Marvin expressed it was difficult to be a 
Black male in general.  
 “Yes, yes hard too….it’s hard to be a Black male over here man.” 
Tammy felt it was hard to be an African American woman because of the views 
and actions of White people throughout history. She realized Black women were viewed 
as less than human and their beauty was ignored. Racism and discrimination added to the 
negative experiences of being a low-income youth who witnessed IPV. She was aware of 
the hardships that poor African American women faced on different levels. She believed 
they not only had to deal with lack of resources and racism but also abuse within their 
homes, which made life more difficult. 
 “I’m still young but you know at least in my lifetime but I just think it is hard to 
be a Black person out here, especially a Black woman because I feel like with 
slavery times, Black women weren’t seen as beautiful and I know that and but 
looking on it as the impact, I feel like it does contribute to your experience, when 
you already have to deal with discrimination and racism, I feel like it would even 
be harder for the women who are being abused because I know they probably 
don’t have the resources, especially if there poor to deal with that.“ 
Structural description of a hard life for every African American. The life world 
existentials displayed within this theme were lived time, space, body and relation to 
other.  
Relative to lived time, some participants viewed the history of African Americans 
over time. Being older equated to gaining awareness of racial discrimination and 
inequality. As children, participants were unaware of racial discrimination but realized 
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the difficulty of being African American and living in the United States when older.  “I 
have in my lifetime been discriminated against not much when I was a kid but maybe I 
didn’t notice it.”  History played a role in how race impacted participants. “I feel like with 
slavery times, Black women weren’t seen as beautiful and I know that and but looking on 
it as the impact, I feel like it does contribute to your experience.”  Participants understood 
that they were not only faced with race but also being poor and witnessing IPV.  
With respect to lived space, American society was viewed as a place of inequality 
and participants felt restricted within it.  Participants recognized their race as a factor in 
the difficulties they had navigating life in American society. The lived space of American 
culture lacked acceptance of them.  It was hard for participants to feel safe and accepted 
in a society where African Americans were depicted negatively. Participants’ experiences 
of racial discrimination added to the difficulty in their lives. “…in my lifetime been 
discriminated against.” Overall, participants acknowledged it was difficult to live as an 
African American in America because of racism and discrimination.  
In regards to lived body, participants, mainly, experienced being African 
American as difficult. There was no other way for these participants to express what it 
meant to be an African American in American society. It was difficult for them to go 
beyond life being hard for an African American. “I feel like it is hard out here just to be 
an African American person.” “Yes, yes hard too….it’s hard to be a Black male over here 
man.” “I think it's hard for almost every Black American.”  Race shaped participants’ 
experiences of what it was like for them as African Americans living in the United States. 
Participants spoke to the particular hardship of being a Black man or Black woman.  
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In lived relation to other, participants viewed their experiences in relation to 
White people. Their experiences included racial discrimination. “White people in 
particular have treated me a certain way because I was African American.”  They also 
thought about the historical relations between themselves and White people (e.g. slavery, 
civil rights movement).  
Having a tough skin. Three participants viewed themselves as having tough skin. 
Participants credited their tough skin to hardships they faced as African Americans and 
doing things without support from family or community.  
Textural description of having “tough” skin.  Participants felt they were 
stronger or had tough skin because of dealing with traumatic and daunting experiences. 
They learned to handle things on their own. Nancy felt strong as an African American 
because of how she grew up. She believed the influence of race and living in a low-
income community impacted her ability to withstand adversity without crumbling.  
“Like I said I feel like it affected being an African American, the community, like I 
don’t tolerate b.s. like I think that we have a tough skin because of where we came 
from and how we grew up…I think it has made me stronger as a Black person.” 
Aaliyah felt stronger because she was African American. She was aware her 
strength made her guarded. Aaliyah displayed a lack of vulnerability in her relationships.  
 “I guess it made me a little—a stronger person, maybe a little harder person to 
get to but….. Get to as far as like being in relationships, being close to people, 
telling people things…” 
Ciara believed individuals learned to do things on their own, even if they needed 
help, in the African American community. She thought individuals in the African 
American community pushed negative experiences to the side. She felt negative 
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experiences would be dealt with at a later point without seeking therapy. Since Ciara had 
the ability to do things on her own, she did not feel the need to go to therapy. 
“…..on their own in the Black community you just learn how to deal with things 
and learn how to kinda like just figure out things on your own although you may 
need….to mend relationships you may need to talk to people or certain things I 
mean I just feel like it’s just I’ll deal with it or I’ll cross that bridge when I get to 
it so I never been to therapy or never felt that I needed therapy or anything like 
that.” 
Structural description of having a tough skin. The life world existentials 
demonstrated in this theme were lived space and lived body.  
With respect to lived space, participants developed “tough skin” to deal with the 
hardships of being African American and low-income. The low-income African 
American community molded participants to be resilient. “Like I said I feel like it affected 
being an African American, the community, like I don’t tolerate b.s. like I think that we 
have a tough skin.”  Participants lived in a community infested with violence, drug 
dealing, and prostitution. Without resiliency, participants might have been overwhelmed 
and unable to emotionally survive all the hardships they encountered.  
In relation to lived body, participants’ experiences as African Americans shaped 
their self-definitions of having “tough skin.” “I think we have a tough skin because of 
where we came from and how we grew up.” They were strong but guarded as a result of 
their toughness.  Therefore participants showed a lack of vulnerability in relationships. 
“….a stronger person, maybe a little harder person to get to but….. Get to as far as like 
being in relationships, being close to people, telling people things.” They lived in a 
world where no one was trustworthy. They only had trust for themselves. Participants 
used their strength to be independent, not relying on others. They did not look to outside 
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support for help with their problems.  “…the Black community you just learn how to deal 
with things and learn how to kinda like just figure out things on your own.” “I just feel 
like it’s just I’ll deal with it or I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it so I never been to 
therapy or never felt that I needed therapy or anything like that.” Based on experiences 
of racism and witnessed IPV, participants felt they only had the option of dealing with 
thoughts and emotions by themselves.  
Not equal to White people. Three participants felt a sense of inequality as 
African Americans. They realized they faced extra challenges in comparison to Whites. 
Textural description of not equal to White people. Aaron believed everything 
was unequal between African Americans and White people. He thought inequality was 
the case for everything.  
“I think it's hard for almost every Black American…… It's not equal…….in 
everything.” 
Tammy believed there was an additional challenge to being African American 
due to structural inequalities that persist today. As a child, Tammy did not notice the 
challenges of being African American but, as an adult, they became more translucent.  
 “Growing up as a kid I hadn’t thought about the Black part in there but I could 
see how it can definitely be an extra challenge you know because I feel like 
looking on it now and being older, things are kinda disproportioned or however  
you want to call it----it’s not equal, even to this day.“ 
Nancy described injustices due to the media’s obliviousness, specifically as it 
pertains to violence occurring in poor African American communities. She understood 
that IPV was a common phenomenon in the poor African American community but 
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rarely mentioned or highlighted in this society. To the contrary, when IPV was present in 
the lives of the privileged it was mentioned.  
“…and it happens all the time its common, you see celebrities it being a big deal 
between celebrities and stuff but when it happens in the community especially a 
Black poor community you don’t hear about teenage youth getting beat up by 
their boyfriends, or their spouses or their baby daddy’s that’s not on the news 
every day, that’s not on the news at all but it happens.” 
Moose believed that race and income were intertwined. He understood that White 
people had a head start when it came to wealth, land, education and jobs. He assumed 
historical factors played a role in the differences between African Americans and White 
people. He felt historical factors influenced the choices and options that were available to 
African Americans. Whites always had the choice to be wealthy whereas African 
Americans only recently have been given that choice. Across time, including the present, 
African Americans had to catch up to White people. Moose understood the significance 
of race regarding structural inequality. Moose emphasized the crucial significance of race 
as the underpinning of experiences faced in society. He saw race as a trigger for a lot of 
things, especially for African Americans.  
“But then it also comes with race but it also comes with income, but income 
comes with race because the way I feel is from the time that the country was made 
White people could own land, White people could have jobs, and could educate 
their children, Black people couldn’t therefore they  have a  head start in that 
aspect. So it would be more wealthy White people or more White people with a 
chance to be wealthy than it is Black, because they’ve been doing it since the 
beginning of time. Now if they chose not to be wealthy for circumstance or 
whatever reason okay but you had a choice to be wealthy, we’re just getting that 
choice in the last couple you know, not even 50 years 60 years since civil 
rights……Now again White people had the chance to do this since America was 
found, Black people haven’t but now were trying to catch up as the generations 
go along.” 
“I think race is the most powerful...or the most underlying issue, it’s the thing that 
causes everything else, because...now when I say that it’s...when you start in the 
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beginning you have multiple igniters in the end you have a fire. Race is one of the 
igniters of many, and the way I think it ignites it is because when your Black. “ 
Structural description of not equal to White people. The life world existentials 
exemplified in this theme were lived time and lived space. 
In the context of lived time, participants saw African Americans always having to 
catch up to White people. “Now again White people had the chance to do this since 
America was found. Black people haven’t but now we’re trying to catch up.”  
Observations were made about things still being unequal between African Americans and 
Whites to the present day. “I feel like looking on it now and being older, things are kinda 
disproportioned or however you want to call it----it’s not equal, even to this day.” 
Participants were aware of changes over time regarding rights for African Americans. 
“We’re just getting that choice in the last couple you know, not even 50 years 60 years 
since civil rights……Now again White people had the chance to do this since America 
was found.”  There had been generational progress but African Americans still had to 
catch up with White people when it came to wealth and power.  Participants saw how 
race significantly impacted their everyday experiences and how it shaped their world.  “I 
think race is the most powerful...or the most underlying issue, it’s the thing that causes 
everything else.” “Race is one of the igniters of many, and the way I think it ignites it is 
because when your Black.” 
In the context of lived space, the United States was a place where participants 
experienced structural inequalities as African Americans. “I think it's hard for almost 
every Black American…… It's not equal…….in everything.” Participants realized they 
had more difficulties living in society than White people. In society, race and income 
were interconnected. White people were given access to more opportunities concerning 
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wealth, land, and power.  “…..race but it also comes with income, but income comes with 
race because the way I feel is from the time that the country was made White people 
could own land, White people could have jobs, and could educate their children.” White 
people always had an advantage over African Americans. “It would be more wealthy 
White people or more White people with a chance to be wealthy than it is Black, because 
they’ve been doing it since the beginning of time.”  
With respect to issues regarding the African American community, participants 
felt small and unimportant. Issues facing the low-income African American community 
often were minimized and ignored. “You see celebrities it being a big deal between 
celebrities and stuff but when it happens in the community especially a Black poor 
community you don’t hear about teenage youth getting beat up by their 
boyfriends…..that’s not on the news at all but it happens” Consistently negative 
experiences of race played a role in participants’ self-identity and development.  Also, 
persistent discrimination was a factor in rendering invisible their own experiences of 
being African American. 
Synthesis of the Experience Being African American 
Participants discussed two core themes in this category: 




Participants had a hard life because of their race. The hardship of race was created by 
discrimination and inequality. Participants made a lot of general statements about race, 
such as stating it was hard to be an African American. Participants demonstrated a 
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complex understanding of the intersectionality of being African American, low income, 
witnessing IPV, and involvement in an abusive relationship. They shared the belief that 
things were unequal for them as African Americans. Clear differences between 
themselves and Whites were obvious to participants around access to wealth, education, 
and resources.  Participants were angered by feelings of invisibility and the media’s 
inattention to their issues.  The media failed to either attend to issues in the African 
American community or to serve as a medium of change.  
 Over time, participants believed their experiences of being African American 
made them stronger.  Strength was viewed as necessary to cope with their harsh living 
conditions. Living in a low-income neighborhood, being African American, and 
witnessing IPV were overwhelming events that participants endured, giving testimony to 
their strength. As African Americans, participants’ strength helped them to make it. They 
had the capacity to deal with hardships on their own, without the help of counselors or 
others.   
The Essence of the Experience of Being an African American Who Witnessed IPV 
as a Low Income Youth 
Being African American, low income, and witnessing IPV had a triple effect on 
self-identity and development. Participants dealt with difficult situations, such as 
dropping out of school, drug dealing, drug use, having children early, and being in violent 
relationships. Participants coped with feeling unsafe in their homes and in their 
communities. They felt chronically unprotected and had to handle things on their own. 
They took pride in their independence and ability to do things on their own. However, 
participants’ independence resulted from their enduring hardships as children.  
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In the context of race, it was difficult to be an African American and poor. 
Participants’ experiences of being African American within the United States made them 
feel they had to be strong.  Participants realized there were hardships they faced because 
of their race and socioeconomic status. The phrase, “it is really rough or really hard” was 
used the most by participants when thinking about being low income, African American, 
and witnessing IPV.  Participants believed the individual was a product of his or her 
environment. For example, the participants’ experiences of violence in their lives made 
violence normal and acceptable to them. They did not have any awareness that violence 
was not the norm everywhere. Lastly, participants felt they had grown from their 
experiences, becoming stronger as a result. Retrospectively, participants were glad for 
their experiences because they believed they were better people because of them. 
Participants not only highlighted the hardships they encountered but also their resulting 
resiliency and tenacity. 
The findings in this study supported developmental-ecological theory. 
Participants’ adolescent development was influenced by the contexts (family, 
community, and society) of their lives. Macro level issues, such as racism and classism, 
also influenced participants’ development.  The experiences of race and class affected 
community factors through structural inequalities and barriers to resources. Race and 
class predisposed participants to environmental conditions of community violence, 
poverty, unemployment, and a lack of resources. Community characteristics influenced 
family functioning, which put participant families at risk for IPV. Thus the family, 
community, and societal contexts had both direct and indirect effects on risk for these 
participants’ self-identity and development as low-income African American youth.
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CHAPTER 5: DISUCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
This retrospective qualitative study examined the essence of meaning participants 
gave to their experiences of witnessing IPV as low-income African American youth and 
its impact on self-identity and development.  Participants connoted hardships from not 
only witnessing IPV but also race and socioeconomic status.  Participants’ experiences, 
including self-identity and development, were intensified by their race and 
socioeconomic status.  Compellingly, participants asserted that they were products of 
their environment. While participants shared many commonalities there were also distinct 
differences. 
The lived experiences of participants were organized into the following categories 
of core themes: experience of IPV (loss of safety, active and passive reactions to 
witnessing IPV); impact of witnessing IPV on self-identity and development (loss of 
childhood/gained independence, adolescent problems due to IPV exposure); experience 
of being low-income (challenges of being a low-income youth, impact of the community); 
and experience of being African American (hardships of African Americans due to racial 
inequalities, strength). The findings and limitations of this study along with clinical and 
research implications will be discussed below. 
Findings 
Experience of Witnessing IPV (Loss of Safety/Active and Passive Reactions to 
Witnessing IPV) 
According to Jafnoff-Bulmann (1993), the most devastating, negative life events 
for children were those that involved victimization by the very people they looked to for 
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protection and safety. While being afraid was a normal part of being human and crucial to 
survival, fearfulness was unnaturally intensified in children raised in conflict-filled 
homes (Seigler, 2004). Within the context of witnessing IPV, this study found the 
experience of being scared was common among participants. The experience of being 
scared was influenced by apprehension that the abuser would hurt them and their mothers 
or female caregivers. Such fear was justified by the belief that violence against the 
mother was likely to be followed by violence against the child (Bowker, Arbitell, & 
McFaron, 1988; Hughes, 1988; Petchers, 1995; Stark & Flitcraft, 1988; Straus, 1983; Sue 
& Abel, 1990).  
Within the context of developmental-ecological theory, researchers have 
demonstrated that multiple characteristics of the family were related to child and 
adolescent victimization and perpetration (Matajasko, Needham, Grunden, & Feldman-
Farb, 2010).  Some examples of these factors include IPV, family structure, and harsh 
parenting.  Parental conflict caused children to fear the very adults with whom they were 
intimate and on whom they were dependent, which caused them to become anxious, 
distrustful, and persistently apprehensive (if they identified with the victim), or 
aggressive (if they identified with the aggressor) (Seigler, 2004). Some participants were 
fearful of their fathers or caregivers and anxious when they were around. According to 
O’Keefe, Lebovics, and Roberts (2007), the general climate in homes where domestic 
violence occurred was often one of apprehension, tension, and a feeling of “walking on 
eggshells.” A study by Buckley, Holt, and Whelan (2007), found that youth experienced 
considerable anxiety, not only when violence was occurring but also when they perceived 
certain triggers which signaled that it might be imminent. 
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The presence of violence created an unhealthy, unstable, and concerning family 
climate therefore, youth might have common experiences of feeling fear, helplessness 
and not knowing what to do (Bourassa, 2007).  Some participants felt that they had no 
choice but to help their mothers or caregivers during a violent event but still were afraid. 
They had helped out of anger and protection. Others felt helpless in the moment out of 
fear, not knowing what to do, frustration with the victim taking the abuser back, and 
feeling conflicted at the moment. In some situations there was a contradiction between 
the need to do something and the inability to act, which enhanced the feeling of 
helplessness and led to a downward-spiraling process (Eisikovits, Winstok, & Enosh, 
1998). One participant, in particular, felt low self-regard as a person for not having the 
ability to help his aunt during a violent event. It was clear that youth who stood by 
helplessly as witnesses of domestic violence paid a high psychological price. Therefore, it 
was reasonable to assume that these children developed into adults with many of the 
psychological scars created by their experiences of witnessing IPV (Von Steen, 1997).   
This study found it common among participants to experience a feeling of being 
unsafe and wanting to leave the home. Children who witnessed violence at home were 
living in a war zone, but the aggressors were their own fathers or father figures. These 
children often had no safe place in which to escape the violence (Jaffe, 1997). Parents or 
caregivers in an abusive relationship appeared as threatening or vulnerable figures rather 
than as providers of stability and safety.  IPV transformed the home into a dangerous and 
unpredictable environment.  Within the context of youth witnessing IPV in the home, the 
“taken-for-granted nature” of home as a safe place was gone, along with the child’s trust 
in safe places and in people (Eisikovits, Winstok, & Enosh, 1998). Within these 
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situations, youths’ sense of their own safety and security was affected and fear and 
ambivalence were instilled in them. Youth became worried about their own, their 
siblings’, and their mothers’ safety and felt a generally tense or uneasy atmosphere at 
home.  
This research found that some participants understood the violence they witnessed 
between their parents or caregivers was wrong. They tried to make sense of and 
understand why the violence was taking place, while believing that it was wrong. By 
witnessing IPV, some youth learned how to attribute causality, adjust events and causes 
to each other, and assign responsibility for specific causes to specific objects (Eisikovits, 
Winstok, & Enosh, 1998).  Witnessing IPV tainted some of the participants’ relationships 
with their fathers or caregivers, which led them to experience loss of respect, hatred, hurt, 
and distance from their fathers or to use justifications of IPV in order to remain in 
relationship with their fathers. Previous research has demonstrated how relationships 
between children and their abusive fathers can be very convoluted, with children seeing 
their fathers in both positive and negative terms. Children’s relationships with their 
fathers or father figures were often confusing, with children expressing both affection for 
their fathers as well as resentment, pain, and disappointment over their violent behavior 
(Peled, 1996, 2000).  
High rates of exposure to violence and victimization at home were related to the 
utilization of adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies (Flannery, 1998). Some of the 
participants in this study used adaptive and maladaptive coping mechanisms to deal with 
witnessing IPV, such as minimizing the situation, blocking it out, putting it on the 
backburner, normalizing, and justifying why it happened. Research showed that 
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individuals who reported witnessing parental domestic violence were more likely to use 
giving in, ignoring the problem, and justifying the abuse as coping strategies (Lepisto, 
Astedt-Kurki 2010; Joronen, Luukkaala, & Eija, 2010). Other studies also found that 
youth who experienced a great deal of stress due to IPV tried to cope by detaching 
themselves from the problematic situation, either through behaviors or thoughts (Browne, 
2002; Frydenberg & Lewis, 2004; Ornduff & Monahan, 1999; Schneider & Phares, 2005; 
Wadsworth & Compas, 2002). Participants reported the negative impact of their parents 
or caregivers breaking up and getting back together. They felt it was a routine but crazy 
situation. Participants felt frustration and ambivalence toward mothers or caregivers for 
taking back their abusive fathers or caregivers because they knew their fathers or 
caregivers would be violent again.  
Impact of Witnessing IPV on Self-Identity and Development (Loss of 
Childhood/Gained Independence, Adolescent Problems Due to IPV Exposure) 
Participants comprehended their family and community played a role in their self-
identity and development. In particular, these participants’ family relationships had 
complementary and independent effects on risk for their development (Gorman-Smith, 
Tolan, & Henry, 2000).   As adolescent witnesses of IPV, participants were involved in 
high conflict situations that affected their identity at a time of particular vulnerability, 
when their identity formation was critical (Becker, 1992; Dacey & Kenny, 1997; Erikson, 
1968; Schave & Schave, 1989). This study found that most participants were against IPV 
and did not want to be abusive or abused. They were aware of the consequences of IPV 
from witnessing it between their parents or caregivers and did not want that for their own 
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lives. However, most of the participants disclosed some form of violence within their 
relationships. This will be discussed later in the chapter. 
Some participants held positions that indicated they did not want to be controlled, 
manipulated, or disrespected. Some explained that before being placed in a powerless 
position, they would rather be powerful within the context of their relationships. In 
addition, this research found that many participants were more independent as a result of 
their experience, but were forced to grow up quickly. In research with youth, the 
assumption of a parental role frequently precludes the child from having his or her own 
dependency needs met and may interfere with the development of a healthy sense of self, 
as well as the achievement of independence from parents (O’Keefe, Lebovics, & Roberts, 
2007). It may be assumed from the adolescents’ viewpoint that parents involved in 
escalatory conflicts cannot provide them with the necessary developmental resources, 
such as supervision and support (Winstok & Eisikovits, 2003). Violence in the family 
influenced the participants due to high levels of stress. As a result, there were 
developmental demands that changed the structure of the family. The participants became 
parentified and had to learn how to take care of themselves and their siblings. 
Most participants reported they were happy they gained independence because it 
enabled them to do things on their own and not depend on anyone for help. However, 
most participants grew up quickly as a result of their difficult circumstances witnessing 
IPV. This finding was supported by other research that found the experience and 
involvement in IPV between parents or caregivers could be experienced in two ways: one 
as a sense of premature adulthood, and another as a sense of adult competency and 
insight resulting from intense life experiences (Golblatt, 2003). In another retrospective 
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study, the participants described feeling “loss of a childhood” when they thought back to 
their earlier years (DeFrain, Jones, Skogrand, & DeFrain, 2003). As a result of similar 
circumstances, adolescent participants felt that dependence on someone meant they were 
vulnerable and at risk for being abused, controlled, and manipulated.   
There were other developmental consequences of witnessing IPV in the home. 
Some participants dropped out of school to care for younger siblings, as well as 
themselves, because their mothers or caregivers were not available. Additional findings 
showed that participants had trust issues. They felt vulnerable being trusting and open; 
relationships were precarious territory for a number of the participants in this study. 
These views impacted how participants conducted their relationships, including whether 
or not they began a romantic relationship. They described themselves as protective and 
guarded due to witnessing IPV, not just with romantic partners but with everyone. 
According to studies by Eiskovits and Winstok (2001) and Eiskovits et al. (1998), 
children and adolescents who witnessed IPV learned about themselves and their 
environment through hostility and conflict, rather than through harmony and intimacy, 
and mobilized their resources accordingly to make their lives tolerable and livable. Most 
participants redefined intimacy and closeness as dangerous.  The study found that being 
open, vulnerable, and dependent posed potential threats of being hurt, as if dependency 
opened the door to future abuse. Participants held these views based on why they thought 
their mothers or female caregivers were abused.   
Another finding was the experience of anger and rage, as well as physical 
aggression, within the participants’ interactions with others.  A number of empirical 
studies (Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Kempton, Thomas, & Forehand, 1998; O’Keefe, 1994; 
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Sternberg et al., 1993) substantiated the relationship between witnessing IPV and 
aggression in children and adolescents.  As stated earlier, it was interesting to find that 
most of the participants reported some type of violence within their romantic 
relationships while they also reported being either against violence or non-violent. This 
research found that participants felt violence was the way to solve problems.  
Consequently, there was some form of violence within their romantic relationships.  
It is important to note how family processes and experiences shape the behavior 
of children over time (Fraser, 1996).   According to Margolin and Gordis (2003), youth 
absorb “many dysfunctional messages about the acceptability of violence as a way to 
resolve conflict, as well as rationalizing the use of violence as essential under stressful 
conditions” (p. 88). There was an understanding for some participants that violence was 
sometimes provoked and seemed to be the only answer. Children came to view violence 
as an acceptable way, perhaps the only way, to resolve conflicts, and likely rationalized 
the use of violence because they knew nothing else (Osofsky, 1995). Most participants 
reported that they were the aggressors in violent interactions with their romantic partners. 
They were aware that this behavior was mostly influenced by the violence in their homes. 
Some participants committed violent acts in moments of vulnerability and hurt. From the 
perspective of developmental-ecological theory, parents or caregivers who display 
violence in their relationships unintentionally train their children to use aggression to 
achieve social goals (Fraser, 1996). These children who live in violent filled homes have 
an early start toward an aggressive and potentially violent interpersonal style (Patterson, 
1995; Patterson, Crosby, & Vuchinich, 1992). Participant reports of the influence of the 
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home supported the developmental–ecological theory that the family was the most salient 
and influential factor in terms of adolescent development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).   
There have been consistent findings that child witnesses of domestic violence 
exhibited behavioral and emotional problems (Edleson, 1999). Exposure to violence 
could put adolescents at risk for further problems, including school failure, depression, 
involvement with deviant peers, substance abuse, and delinquent behaviors (Margolin & 
Gordis, 2004). Some participants described emotional and behavioral issues they had 
during their adolescence and acknowledged that some issues persisted into adulthood. 
Some reported feelings of depression, low self-esteem, substance abuse, and dealing with 
the “wrong men.” These responses were supported by previous research on children who 
came from violent homes. Overall, they sustained the developmental–ecological theory 
that family functioning had a large impact and predicted delinquent and high-risk 
behaviors (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). 
The participants described positive experiences and outcomes as a result of 
witnessing violence. They viewed themselves as stronger and better people and felt they 
learned from their experiences. Some believed things happened for a reason when trying 
not to let their past negatively dictate their future, especially with respect to their lives 
and relationships. According to Edleson (1999), it was important not to assume that 
witnessing violence automatically equated to negative outcomes for youth. 
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Experience of Being Low-Income (Challenges of Being a Low-Income Youth, 
Impact of the Community) 
An important aspect of developmental–ecological theory presumed that the 
impact of major developmental influences, such as family functioning, were dependent 
on the sociological characteristics of the communities in which youth and families 
resided (Szapocznik & Coatsworth, 1999; Tolan & Gorman-Smith, 1997). When looking 
at the context in which the family lived, it was important to consider the potential 
influence of neighborhood characteristics in attempting to understand the impact of the 
family on risk and development in adolescents (Furstenberg, 1993; Gorman-Smith et al., 
1999; Sampson, 1997).  Research has shown that families in poverty tend to have a 
higher risk of violent victimization and perpetration due to the stress associated with the 
lack of resources (Matjasko et al. 2010).  
African American youth were highly exposed and vulnerable to social problems 
because they were more likely to be poor, live in a crowded environment, live in families 
headed by a single parent, and be affected by unemployment (Turner, 2000). These youth 
must deal with their own problems in addition to problems within their communities. 
These experiences impact their development (Matjasko et al. 2010).  Within this 
category, some participants engaged in high-risk behaviors due to the neighborhood 
factors surrounding them. The structural characteristics influenced the social organization 
of the community. Due to the high rates of community violence and poverty, there was a 
lack of guidance and positive role models in these participants’ communities. They stated 
that engaging in illicit activities, such as selling drugs, was accessible and easy. When 
studying the impact of witnessing IPV on low-income youth, it was important to consider 
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the effects on a child growing up in a home marked by instability and violence in a 
poverty-stricken neighborhood with drug trading and community violence (Osofsky, 
1998). 
Most of the participants believed they were products of their environment having 
learned from the people in their neighborhoods. Developmental–ecological theory 
suggested the neighborhood environment was an important context for development 
(Brofenbrenner, 1979). Another finding of this study was the acceptance of violence in 
general, due to what was seen within the neighborhood. Within the contexts of these 
participants lives’ poverty affected their behavior through both stressful life experiences 
and gained beliefs that support physical force (Fraser, 1996).  
Many of the participants had fewer options and fewer opportunities living in a 
low-income neighborhood. The neighborhoods in which poor African American children 
live were highly varied in terms of opportunities and threats and could pose a number of 
challenges to optimal development (Graham-Berman, DeVoe, Mattis, Lynch, & Thomas, 
2006). Due to the neighborhood and poverty, it was easier for a participant to be a drug 
dealer because that was possible and an easier option than going to school or college. 
This research also found differences in choosing mentors or people to look up to. Some 
participants felt that, in a low-income neighborhood, mentors for guidance were drug 
dealers or people who engaged in illicit activities. To the contrary, mentors were doctors 
and lawyers in an upper-class neighborhood. Within some communities, structural 
barriers impeded the development of neighborhood social organization. In turn, lack of 
neighborhood social organization related to increased risk among youth (Elliott et al., 
1996; Sampson et al., 1997). Based on these findings, it was obvious that characteristics 
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of a community (e.g. poverty, community violence) have implications on adolescent risk 
and development (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Ensmigner et al. 1996; Sampson, 1997; 
Wandersman & Nation, 1998). 
According to Elliot, Wilson, Huizinga, Sampson, Elliot, & Rankin, (1996)  “the 
presence of deviant groups and an illegitimate opportunity structure provided alternative 
opportunities and rewards for involvement in the illicit economy and supported networks 
that encouraged, or at least tolerated, health-compromising lifestyles” (p. 394). The 
participants in this study emphasized that there were no professionals in their 
neighborhood to follow or look up to. The only people around were drug dealers who 
tried to persuade them to use or sell drugs. Apart from drug dealing, there seemed to be 
relatively few other options due to community financial instability.  
Some participants reported difficulty in securing jobs, not only because of their 
race but also because of the location of jobs, as most were outside their community. 
Some stated that there were no opportunities for African Americans in their community 
and they had to go to White communities to get jobs. Inner-city neighborhoods had the 
highest concentrations of poverty, the least amount of business investment in the 
community, and the highest crime rates (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). 
Participants realized they had fewer opportunities than White people, who they believed 
lived in high-income communities. In disadvantaged neighborhoods, opportunities to 
work and earn income from illegal activities, such as organized crime and drug dealing 
were more likely to compete directly with opportunities from conventional sources of 
income. In neighborhoods with long-term unemployment and inaccessible connections, 
the illicit economy might be a more feasible source of work and income (Wilson, 1991). 
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These findings show how structural, class and racial inequalities influenced the 
characteristics and social organization of the community. 
Some participants assumed that White people were primarily upper-middle class 
and did not worry about the things they worried about, such as food and shelter. Some 
participants did not want to live in a low-income environment, but felt there was no way 
out. They stated their community was stereotyped and “people” did not understand that 
they were products of their environment.  In addition, participants expressed anger 
because they were in a violent and impoverished community.  Some reported that seeing 
violence and being poor was normal. Moreover, the loss of friends and loved ones to 
violence made them feel numb to those experiences. Although a lack of emotional 
response and emotional numbness was found to help children cope with traumatic 
experiences in the short term, it was likely to have negative consequences in the long run 
(Mrug, Loosier, & Windle, 2008). 
Young people residing in urban neighborhoods with chronic, high rates of 
violence became desensitized and learned to conceptualize violence as normative (Farrell 
& Bruce, 1997). Some children, especially those living in low-income areas, experienced 
“chronic community violence” (frequent and continual exposure to the use of guns, 
knives, drugs, and random violence in their neighborhoods). Such chronically 
traumatized youths often appeared deadened to feelings and pain and showed restricted 
emotional development over time (Osofsky, 1999).  
Many participants did not realize they were poor and believed it was normal to 
live that way. Some remembered life being hard but did not realize there was another way 
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to live.  Others realized it was not normal to be poor and living in a community with 
continuous violence. Participants understood that the community affected the individual. 
Participants experienced continual struggle living in low-income neighborhoods because 
they worried constantly about not having the basic necessities of survival.  
 Participants feared being hurt due to community violence. They not only felt 
unsafe in their homes but also in their neighborhoods.  Researchers have posited that 
family and community violence violated primary beliefs of the home and community as 
safe places (Garbarino, Kosteny, & Dubrow, 1991). Notably, cumulative exposure to 
community violence guided youth to perceive the world as an unpredictable place where 
they rarely felt safe or in control (Horowitz, Weine, & Jekel, 1995; Overstreet & Braun, 
2000). Community violence exposure among children and adolescents has been linked to 
other forms of violence, such as family violence and, in the case of adolescents, partner 
violence (Lynch & Cicchetti, 1998; Malik, Sorenson, & Aneshensel, 1997; Osofsky, 
Wewers, Hann, & Fick, 1993).  
The participants experienced hardships in attending school and going to college. 
Some explained that it was more important to have food on the table and be able to pay 
their bills. Going to school or college took a back seat because it was more important to 
have basic necessities, even though they wanted to go to school.  Also, they had difficulty 
staying in school because they were usually first generation college students, and there 
was no one to help them financially (pay for their education and/or assist with other 
financial needs).   
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  Some participants felt financial stress themselves and comprehended how living 
in a low-income community impacted their parents’ fighting. Research utilizing 
developmental-ecological theory found that the family factor with the strongest 
association to violent victimization and perpetration was economic hardship (McNulty& 
Bellair, 2003). Additionally, children’s exposure to chronic community violence has been 
shown to relate to intrafamilial conflict (Osofsky, Wewers, Hann, & Fick, 1993; Richters 
& Martinez, 1993). Emerging evidence documented that structural characteristics and the 
social organization of the neighborhood influenced family functioning and its relation to 
risk (Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Gorman-Smith et al., 1999; Sampson, 1997). Critically, 
lack of employment opportunities and lower wages for both ethnic minority men and 
women in poor neighborhoods add to the risk faced by children in violent families 
(Graham-Bermann et al., 2007). Based on these findings, it was critical to focus on 
individual development and how it was influenced by the ongoing qualities of the social 
settings in which the child lived or participated. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1988).  
Experience of Being African American (Hardships of African Americans due to 
Racial Inequalities, Strength). 
Teenagers of every race, including African American teenagers, must learn to be 
adults.  Some participants had not realized or thought about how being African American 
impacted their experiences of being low-income, witnessing IPV or its relationship to 
their self-identity and development. They explained that because violence within African 
American communities seemed the norm, they had not thought about it. However, they 
felt that being African American had an impact on them in general. Most of the 
participants discussed how it was hard to be an African American.  As well, some related 
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how hard it was to be African American from the perspective of being a female or male. 
Further, participants described experiences of discrimination and racism when around 
White people, and violence in the African American community.  
Participants shared feeling stronger as a result of being African American and 
having a “tough skin.”  Like most African Americans, they viewed strength as being 
tough, determined, able to deal with the adversity that happened because of being Black, 
and having a strong sense of self that was not overrun by others (Shorter-Gooden & 
Washington, 1997). Accordingly, some participants realized that they and other African 
American community members handled problems on their own, not needing therapy or 
other services to help them. This was understandable because, in comparison to their 
White counterparts, African American adolescents were reported to be less likely to seek 
formal mental health services (Guterman, Hahm, & Cameron, 2002). “African American 
teenagers journeyed toward adulthood with a lot of baggage that doubled the difficulty of 
their task. Racism, poor education, lack of employment, poverty, and lack of opportunity 
impeded their progress and acted to transform that beneficial stressor of adolescence into 
a generator of hopelessness, anger, and depression” (Johnson, 1985, p. 47 ).  
Some participants felt that things were not equal with respect to life circumstances 
and the opportunities afforded to White people. They thought White people, historically, 
had a head start when it came to wealth and resources, while African Americans were 
behind in wealth accumulation. Institutional racism has continued to be a factor in 
delimiting economic and social opportunities for African Americans (Feagin & Sikes, 
1994; Hacker, 1992). African American youth were at risk for lowered expectations from 
school personnel and educational failure (Lee, 1991), and had disproportionately higher 
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levels of unemployment than White youth (Taylor, 1994). The macro effects of racism 
within the society influenced the lives of these participants, as well as their families and 
communities.  
Treatment Implications  
The findings of this study highlighted the uniqueness of the experiences of 
African Americans whom witnessed IPV as low-income youth. The leading evidence 
should inform the therapy provided to low-income African American youth whom have 
witnessed IPV. However, the evidence base underrepresented racial and ethnic 
minorities.  Thus, intervention strategies must be designed and delivered with attention to 
contextual considerations of race, ethnicity, culture, family, and environment (De 
Arellano, Waldrop, Deblinger, Cohen, Danielson, & Marmarino, 2005). Professionals in 
the health and mental health fields have important roles with children exposed to 
violence. They may not always fully appreciate the distress of children whom witness 
domestic violence, and may therefore miss the opportunity to provide needed help 
(Osofsky, 1995). “It is important to provide education to parents, educators, law 
enforcement officials, and health and mental health professionals regarding (a) the effects 
of children witnessing domestic violence, and (b) alternative approaches to resolving 
conflict.” (Osofsky, 1995, p.12).  
During the individual semi-structured interviews, questions were asked regarding 
therapy for African American youth whom were low-income and witnessed IPV. 
Participants in this study stated that an empathic therapist would be most helpful. 
Responding empathically could assist the adolescent in ventilating painful or 
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overwhelming emotions, such as fear of harm, a wish for revenge, or intense anger at the 
batterer or mother. It was essential for therapists to provide emotional support and 
normalize adolescents’ feelings by communicating that their emotions were a natural 
reaction to an extremely distressing situation (O’Keefe & Lebovics, 2007). Participants 
felt that the therapist should have some personal experience with this particular issue to 
understand affected adolescents’ experiences. Having the personal experience of 
witnessing IPV could also help to calm down clients when expressing their emotions 
about their experiences. As well, participants felt that “understanding” was an important 
quality for therapists. Therapists needed to understand why youth were rough or violent 
and how growing up in a violent environment impacted them. Overall, participants 
suggested that being empathic could help build rapport, even if the therapist had not 
experienced or witnessed IPV, was not African American, or did not have a low-income 
family background. Hence, these findings seemed to underscore the critical importance of 
relationship-building and client engagement. 
As adolescents, many of the participants had initiated violence, particularly within 
their relationships. Also, they were comfortable with violence, or saw it as the only way 
to solve problems. Given this finding, the clinician should engage the adolescent in 
discussions about conflict resolution and coping with anger (O’Keefe & Lebovics, 2007). 
Many adolescents from violent homes have poor communication and problem-solving 
skills that interfere with conflict resolution.  
Significantly, a “cookie cutter” method should not be used to deal with youth 
having witnessed violence.  Nor should all African American youth witnesses of IPV be 
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viewed as a monolithic group. They are still unique individuals.  Equally important, it 
should be understood that they have tough skin on the outside but hurt on the inside.   
Race is an essential factor to consider when working with African American 
youth, particularly given the shield of having a tough skin. It is necessary for family 
therapists to understand that having a tough skin is a dominant narrative for African 
Americans.  “Having a tough skin” is principally a residual effect of slavery and 
continued experiences of racism.  Often, it is used as a survival strategy to deal with the 
perpetual hardships of being African American. The notion of having a tough skin also 
could contribute, unintentionally and unconsciously, to the violence in African American 
relationships, families, and communities.  
Family therapists must build trustworthy relationships with these youths, 
especially given the ongoing hurt and pain that they face regularly because of their race. 
Family therapists need to recognize that engagement and openness on the part of these 
youths will take time. They must feel safe and trusting to allow themselves to become 
vulnerable within the therapeutic process. Therapists should therefore have genuine 
understanding of these youths in order to effectively help them.  
Participants cited the importance of therapists being encouraging and motivating.  
Participants expressed that these actions on the part of the therapist would help them to 
be stronger and believe there was light at the end of the tunnel. Some felt that there was 
no way to explain why their mothers or caregivers were being abused and believed that 
telling children the abuse would eventually be over was more helpful.  Participants shared 
that it would be beneficial for therapists to tell them there was another way to live; they 
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did not always have to live life the way they were currently living it. Strikingly, 
participants’ statements illustrated the crucial importance of youth understanding they 
were not permanently destined to witnessing family and community violence and/or 
being poor.   
Participants stressed the value of having compassion and a sense that therapists 
wanted to help them work through their problems. According to Gil (1996), adolescents 
needed to feel that the clinician was concerned about them, respected them, and was 
trying to help them maximize their potential for growth. A supportive, nonjudgmental 
working relationship was essential to enable adolescents to reveal and begin coping with 
painful feelings that were often too difficult for them to cope with alone (O’Keefe & 
Lebovics, 2007). Most adolescents in crisis valued the opportunity to be heard, 
understood, and have an ally.  
Participants emphasized how important it was to not make them feel as if the 
violence was their fault or that they were wrong for feeling the way they did. Again, it 
was vital for therapists to provide emotional support and validate adolescents’ feelings by 
communicating that their emotions were the natural result of living in extremely stressful 
conditions (O’Keefe & Lebovics, 2007). Consistent with Osofsky (1995), the results of 
this study indicated the necessity of a safe therapeutic environment in order to 
successfully treat the trauma of low-income African American youth whom witnessed 
family and community violence.  
Many participants talked about being numb or getting used to witnessing 
violence. While lack of emotional response and numbness may have helped participants 
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cope with their traumatic experiences short-range, they more than likely experienced 
negative consequences long-term (Mrug et al., 2008). Clinicians need to be aware of the 
“emotional desensitization” effects evidenced by children and adolescents exposed to 
high levels of violence (Loosier & Windle, 2008).  Researchers have asserted that youths’ 
experiences of violence, their family’s experiences of adversity, and their current ways of 
coping were the basis for developing meaningful intervention strategies (Stewart, Todd, 
& Kopeck, 2010). Hence, establishing trust would be critically important for low-income 
African American youth having witnessed violence. Given participants’ declared issues 
of trust and problems opening up to people, it would be central for therapists to 
demonstrate trustworthiness and create a safe therapeutic environment (O’Keefe & 
Lebovics, 2007). 
Lastly, acknowledging the resiliency that these participants possess is beneficial 
to the therapeutic process. For example, some of the participants in this study highlighted 
the fact that they did not have the option to go to college. Personally, I faced the same 
barriers as these participants. My experience of having the opportunity to attend college 
and graduate school was contrary to the experiences of most participants in this study. 
The factor that I consider most crucial in my positive outcome is resiliency.  
I have defied extraordinary odds to get to a position of success in my life. In order 
to be where I am today, I had to become tenacious and fight against barriers even when it 
seemed impossible. Although I had difficult life experiences, I overcame them and 
reached my goals. I believe that my experience is a valuable asset when working with 
youth faced with difficult life circumstances. My hope is to be a real life example of how 
resiliency can help one achieve seemingly unobtainable success. Addressing the 
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resiliency that these youth demonstrate could provide a light at the end of the tunnel. 
Highlighting their tenacity to get through difficult life circumstances could provide them 
hope for a better future and a positive shift into adulthood. Focusing on these youths’ 
strengths could also provide and create space for further healing and growth. 
With regard to family therapy, it would be important to have both the mother and 
father in treatment; particularly since some couples remain together. Also, it should be 
remembered that clinical work must appeal to the caregivers of the adolescent. In 
addition to addressing the behaviors of the child, therapists should attend to strengthening 
the relationship between the child and family by naming and defining the experienced 
trauma (Hudson-Weems, 1998). Durant et al. (1994) found that home environments were 
important among the 225 Black adolescents whom they studied. Adolescents exposed to 
community and domestic violence appeared to cope better if they lived in more stable and 
socially connected households.  
Parents should be informed of the impact witnessing IPV has on their children. 
Youth exposure to violence frequently went unnoticed and unattended by parents, who 
typically underestimated their children’s exposure to violence and may even have been 
unaware that their relationships were abusive (Margolin& Gordis, 2004). The parents of 
children who displayed violence were recommended to receive psycho-education and 
therapy to help them deal with stress and communication to prevent future violence 
between them as a couple. The well-being of children was solely related to protection, 
support, and intervention programs for women and children who were experiencing 
violence, including legal and social supports and improved public attitudes (Jaffe, 1997). 
Also, structural inequities must be acknowledged and addressed in family therapy as part 
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of the solution to domestic violence, especially in lower-class African American 
communities (Ammons, 2001; Conwill, 2007).  
 Family therapists must have a broader focus than just the client when working 
with low-income African American youth witnesses of IPV.  They must understand the 
importance of building bridges with community services and mentors. Also, they must 
consider the impact of race and class as oppressive systems.  Further, they must consider 
how race and class as oppressive systems affect laws, policing, public policies, and 
research (Conwill, 2010). Family therapists need to reflect this awareness when they 
construct community mental-health strategies for managing domestic violence in lower-
class African American communities.  Appreciably, Hardy and Laszloffy (2000) stated 
that family therapists needed to move beyond racial awareness to racial sensitivity. They 
defined racial awareness as “the ability to recognize that race exists” and explain that it 
“shapes reality in inequitable and unjust ways” (p. 36). Further, these authors stated that 
individuals who were racially sensitive “actively challenge attitudes, behaviors, and 
conditions that create or reinforce racial injustice” (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1998, p. 119). 
Participants discussed the need to have some form of outreach from the 
community to help youth deal with being low-income and witnessing violence (IPV and 
community).  Low-income communities lacked positive structural characteristics, such as 
cohesion and positive enforcement from the neighborhood (Gorman & Tolan, 2003). 
Social support should be provided.  It could be buying children snacks, playing basketball 
with them in a park, or creating opportunities for them to experience life outside of their 
homes and neighborhoods. Engaging in outside activities helped children to escape the 
violence and have a safe place to go. According to Osofsky (1998), a family and 
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community-centered approach to the prevention of violence and the treatment of its 
aftermath is needed to build on strengths within the community. 
Participants proposed the use of pastors within the community to speak with 
children and families about IPV and community violence. They stated that people would 
listen if it came from a leader in the community. Children’s families and communities 
have a variety of strengths to combat domestic violence. The most effective strategies 
seek to empower local forces, such as neighborhood schools and church groups, which 
could encourage self-determining efforts with families and communities (Osofsky, 1995). 
Also, assessing violence exposure across different systems among poor urban youths and 
developing culturally congruent non-stigmatizing services in accessible settings (e.g., 
community and recreational settings, churches, and comprehensive health clinics) is 
necessary to effectively address trauma related to chronic, cumulative violence exposure 
(Gonzalez, 2005; Johnson et al., 2004). 
Some participants expressed the need to have more psycho-educational and 
therapeutic services within the African American community. They thought it was 
important for these programs to discuss safety plans and teach children how not to be 
violent or abused as adolescents and adults. The participants stressed it was necessary to 
focus on education and therapy in low-income African American communities because 
they might view IPV and community violence as normal. They stated these programs 
needed to be implemented within the community via churches, schools, educational 
programs, and mental health clinics. Also, they advocated for clinicians to practice family 
therapy that was sensitive to the cultural and emotional needs of the African American 
client. Spencer et al. (1997) reflected on the importance of understanding the 
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developmental influence of feedback from the environment related to contextual 
variables, such as race and class. Thus, participants have given an extraordinary gift to 
family therapists with their feedback regarding the treatment of low-income African 
American youth witnesses of IPV.  
Importantly, therapy should be provided to youths during their witnessing of IPV 
and community violence.  With the realization that many youths might currently be 
exposed to family and community violence, effective ways of helping must be utilized.  
Early referral and treatment serves as a protective factor against the devastating 
consequences of violence exposure (Osofsky, 1995).  Dispelling myths about family 
violence, clarifying responsibility for the violence, and focusing on nonviolent conflict 
resolution should be included in therapy with youths exposed to violence. Long-term, in-
depth therapy should be provided for children exposed to severe or repeated violence in 
the home (Flannery, 1998). 
Participants thought it was key for therapists not to put what they were going 
through on the back burner by labeling them with some type of behavioral disorder or 
prescribing medication. Thus, mental health and other health care providers need to focus 
on the broader spectrum of social and behavioral outcomes resulting from violence, not 
just diagnosable outcomes (Osofsky, 1995). Some participants believed that therapists 
often did not know why a child had behavioral problems. A child’s behavioral problems 
might be due to abuse in the home, being poor and/or not having decent clothes or shoes 
to wear. The participants thought after-school programs could be helpful in talking to 
children about violence in the home and community. As noted by Fontes (2000), when 
school counselors treat students for bad behavior, it is important to evaluate the presence 
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of violence at home before engaging in a punitive response. The therapist should not 
make assumptions about them before understanding the full context. In working with 
youth affected by violence exposure, therapists are admonished to inquire about all major 
contexts to assess the full extent of victimization and witnessing of violence (Loosier & 
Windle, 2008). 
It was found to be important for teachers, principals, and school counselors to 
gather information on screening for abuse and approaches to use with youth in prevention 
programs and interventions with youth witnesses of violence. This included information 
on how to recognize warning signs, develop nonjudgmental listening skills, know when 
to report to authorities, and develop a safety plan with the child (Anderson & Cramer-
Benjamin, 1999). Schools in particular play an important role in promoting awareness 
about violence and teaching alternative forms of conflict resolution in intimate 
relationships (O’Keefe & Lebovics, 2007). Without effective methods of identification 
and referral, these youths might be overlooked unintentionally by the mental-health 
system and experience a wide range of developmental problems as they mature 
(Fitzpatrick & Boldizar, 1993).  Children’s various reactions to violence should be 
recognized and then distinguished according to developmental stage and environmental 
context for the purpose of targeting prevention and intervention (Margolin & Gordis, 
2000). 
Based on developmental-ecological theory, therapists working with low-income 
African American youths must be aware of the interdependence of various contexts, such 
as the community, family, and intimate partner level.  Each context has an effect on 
another, and can influence opportunities and amend potential risks on development for 
198 
 
youth (Kennedy, 2008). The positive impact of the family and community could increase 
positive development in youth, which would afford them a greater chance for a successful 
transition to adulthood (Kennedy, 2008). Very importantly, when working with low-
income African American youth and their families, family therapists should work 
together with community leaders to address structural problems, such as segregation, 
discrimination, poverty, community violence, lack of access to high-quality schools, and 
employment. Also, family therapists should acknowledge and address racial and class 
inequality with low-income African American youth witnesses of IPV.  
Importantly, the results of this study have significant implications for human 
service systems and policy. Based on the findings, it is important to build a bridge 
between African American families and communities affected by IPV. Developing 
advocacy and IPV coalition programs devoted to African American youth and their 
families could be extremely beneficial, resulting in greater support and education for 
African American families and communities. Additionally, these programs could provide 
education on the effects of IPV that also might inform human service agencies and 
policymakers. Understanding that the social, economic and physical environments in 
which children are born and live profoundly affect their developmental risk might lead to 
more effective human service programming and supportive policies for youth and their 
families.   
Certain factors should be considered when developing policies and implementing 
programs for at risk youth and their families.  For example, neighborhood processes 
reflecting social connections and organization could be a protective factor for youth 
growing up in impoverished communities (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000).  
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Outreach from the community could be important, helping youth to have positive role 
models in their lives. The risk on adolescent development carried by the family could be 
reduced with positive support from the community (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 
2000). Also, having positive community support could improve family functioning over 
time (Gorman-Smith et al. 1996; Sampson, 1997).  
Limitations 
This study was based on a small purposeful sample of adolescents. It offers an in-
depth understanding of the lived experience of witnessing violence as a low-income 
African American youth, but it does not claim any generalizability or representativeness. 
Typically, qualitative research trades generalizability for depth (Creswell, 1994; Patton, 
1990). Participants’ answers based on retrospective reports were a possible limitation.  
Their reports could have been somewhat tainted or blurred because they described events 
that happened years ago. As adolescents, participants might have experienced different 
thoughts and feelings from the ones they now had as adults.  Also, the exclusion of 
African Americans from diverse class backgrounds might have been a limitation.  Varied 
class backgrounds might have added richer perspectives about African Americans’ 
experiences of witnessing IPV and its impact on their self-identity and development.  
An additional limitation might be a lack of information on participants’ ages when 
they first witnessed IPV and its duration. This information might have helped to gain a 
better understanding of witnessing IPV and its impact on self-identity and development. 
Yet another limitation might be the lack of data regarding the experience of being an 
African American. Questions related to being African American may have been too 
complex or unclear for some participants.  As a result, not much data was generated for 
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this category. It should also be noted that participants stated they had not thought about 
being African American alongside being low-income and witnessing IPV because it was 
their norm.  
Lastly, the researcher’s experience witnessing IPV might have been both an asset 
and limitation.  At times during data analysis, the researcher struggled not to interject her 
thoughts and emotions into participants’ experiences.  The process was made difficult by 
the researcher’s identification with some of the participants’ responses.  Thus, there was a 
risk of the researcher’s thoughts and feelings becoming fused within participants’ 
descriptions. 
Research Implications 
This research examined the lived experiences of African Americans whom 
witnessed IPV as low-income youths and its impact on their self-identity and 
development.  It contributed unique findings regarding growing up in a low-income 
neighborhood, witnessing IPV in the home, and being African American. Current 
research has not emphasized enough what it means to be low-income African American 
youths witnessing IPV. Toward this end, more research should be generated, especially 
coping strategies at the point of violence in romantic relationships. More qualitative 
research needs to be performed to develop pilot studies for building quantitative research 
measures that study this phenomenon with this population. Increasing awareness of the 




After substantial qualitative research on witnessing IPV within low-income 
African American communities is conducted, a quantitative study should be conducted 
using a larger population. Future research needs to be based on a more foundational 
theoretical background. Also, more studies should use developmental–ecological theory 
to help study youth who witness IPV, particularly low-income youth of color. 
Specifically, these studies need to focus on how developmental stage can impact 
witnessing IPV to help develop interventions.  
It is imperative to research gender differences regarding the effects of witnessing 
IPV and how the community and race impact those experiences based on gender. This 
study did not have a sufficiently large sample of males and females to conduct such 
research. Future research should continue to address the differential effects of witnessing 
IPV and community violence on low-income African American youth. Future researchers 
should perform qualitative phenomenological studies of African Americans with middle 
to upper-middle class backgrounds whom witnessed violence to identify any potential 
effects on their self-identity and development. Lastly, research should be performed with 
other populations of color to obtain a more diverse understanding of communities of 
color and address specific treatment needs.   
REFLECTIONS 
 At the close of this study, I felt a sense of relief. Although I experienced several 
moments of frustration and ambivalence, I was moved and proud of the fact that I was 
able to give voice to African Americans witnesses of IPV as low-income youth. I have 
been passionate about this subject since college, and have always known that it would be 
my dissertation topic. At the start of recruitment, I found myself having a hard time 
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getting participants, and assumed that it was because of the difficult research topic. 
Initially, I was nervous doing the interviews because it was hard to switch positions from 
being a therapist to a researcher. As I began doing more interviews, I became more 
confident in my role as researcher.  
Reflexive bracketing was steady throughout the research process. Continuously, I 
made sure not to overshadow participants’ experiences or sway them to answer in a 
particular way. I went into the interviews with my biases or presumptions bracketed 
about what it was like to witness violence as a low-income African American youth. I 
maintained awareness of each participant’s unique background and experience with 
witnessing IPV (e.g. family, and community) as African American low-income youth.  
Based on reflexive bracketing, the context (family and community) of the individual 
could not be removed from the phenomenon under study.  However, when creating 
structural descriptions, I struggled to avoid making interpretations that were related to my 
experiences. When I started to gather the data and results, I realized what it really meant 
to do qualitative research. I realized that it is truly a process that requires a lot of 
patience, hard work and time. Within qualitative phenomenological research one has to 
thoroughly seek to understand the phenomenon under study.  
As a researcher, I should not expect participants to provide desired responses.  
Although I learned this in class, it really hit home within the context of my research.  
Despite all of the participants having witnessed IPV as low-income African American 
youths, each of them brought something different to the experience.  Surprisingly, I 
realized that many participants had not thought about being African American at my 
same level.  They were aware of the hardship associated with being African American 
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but were unable to articulate the magnitude of the hardship in certain cases. This gave me 
cause to think about my own privilege as a well-educated African American and the 
luxury I now have to think about the influence of race on my experiences.  
In instances where I particularly agreed with participants, I found it difficult not to 
respond. I realized that I saw a piece of me within each participant.  I was grateful for my 
understanding about participants’ experiences and regarded my shared experience as an 
asset.  However, I did not disclose my background or my experience of witnessing IPV 
because I did not want to influence the meaning participants gave to their experiences.  
Their experiences did take me back to my childhood and dealing with violence in the 
home and community.  I was reminded of feeling unsafe, anxious and fearful. 
As the researcher, it was a different experience for me to hear stories with so 
much depth and so many emotions. And as a therapist, I have heard similar stories from 
clients but those clients were primarily White.  It was a poignant experience for me to 
have people who look like me comfortably share their most traumatizing and vulnerable 
stories.  I was humbled and honored by their trust, particularly since trust was a major 
issue for most participants.  
 Overall, it was a gratifying opportunity to research a topic that has received little 
to no attention. My goal in the research and practice of family therapy is to improve the 
lives of underserved or poorly served populations, especially African American families 
affected by violence.  Undertaking this project, I became more confident about my ability 
to be a competent researcher, not just a competent family therapist.  My past self-doubts 
about conducting a research study and writing a finished product have receded.    
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 I would like to end with my tremendous admiration for each and every one of the 
participants.  They were exemplary examples of strength, courage, and resiliency.  For 
the countless other African Americans who have experienced similar situations, I too 
appreciate your will and determination.  I am thankful to lift the voices of individuals 
having witnessed IPV as children and adolescents.  My lasting gratitude goes to the 
participants in this study. 
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Consent to Take Part in a Research Study 
  
 
1.  PARTICIPANT’S NAME: _______________________________________ 
2. TITLE OF RESEARCH:  A Retrospective Study on African American Experiences of
 Witnessing Male to Female Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) as Low-Income Youth and 
the Impact on Adolescent Self-Identity and Development 
3. INVESTIGATOR’S NAME: Marlene F. Watson, PhD, LMFT and Candice P. Cooper, 
M.A. 
4. RESEARCH ENTITY: Drexel University College of Nursing and Health Professions 
5. CONSENTING FOR THE RESEARCH STUDY: 
 This is a long and important document. If you sign it, you will be authorizing Drexel 
University and its researchers to perform research studies on you. You should take your time 
and carefully read it. You can also take a copy of this  consent form to discuss it with your 
family member, attorney or anyone else you would like before you sign it. Do not sign it unless 
you are comfortable in participating in this study.  
6. PURPOSE OF RESEARCH: 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. This research study is being 
conducted in partial fulfillment to obtain a doctor of philosophy degree from Drexel 
University. The purpose of this study is to learn the beliefs and experiences of African 
Americans who have witnessed intimate partner violence as low-income youth and its impact on 
their adolescent self-identity and development. The term intimate partner violence (IPV) generally 
refers to acts of violence that occur between individuals who have a current or former marital, 
dating, or cohabitating relationship. Your participation in this study is voluntary.  You may 
withdraw your consent and discontinue participation at any time. 
African American females and males between the ages of 21-30 who as youth from low-
income families witnessed male to female intimate partner violence (IPV) will be eligible to 
participate in this study. Participants cannot have a form of mental illness such as 
schizophrenia, severe depression, and intellectual disability.   
7. PROCEDURES AND DURATION: 
You understand that the following things will be done to you.  
254 
 
1. You will participate in a basic demographic questionnaire (age, gender, 
employment, marital status, number of children, education, family background 
income, and current family income).  The duration of the questionnaire should 
be no longer than 10 minutes. 
2. You will participate in a 90-minute semi-structured individual interview where 
you will talk about your experiences as an African American low-income youth 
who witnessed male to female intimate partner violence (IPV) and the impact 
that it had on your adolescent self-identity and development.  You will be asked 
semi-structured questions such as the following: “What is your experience of 
witnessing IPV” and “How were you impacted as an adolescent by these 
experiences.”  Based on your responses to the semi-structured questions, follow 
up questions may be asked to ensure clarity and understanding. The semi-
structured individual interviews will be held at the George K. Arthur 
Community Center, 2056 Genesee St., Buffalo, NY 14211.  
3. A voluntary follow up interview in person will take place no more than two 
weeks after completion of the semi-structured individual interview to ensure 
accurate interpretation of your responses.  Participants agreeing to a follow up 
interview will schedule a time to meet in person upon completion of the semi-
structured individual interview.  Follow up interviews will be held at the George 
K. Arthur Community Center, 2056 Genesee St, Buffalo, NY 14211. 
4. Each interview will be audiotaped, coded with a pseudo-name (not your real 
name) and transcribed by a transcription service named Transcription Live. This 
service is professional and is experienced in academic research. Transcripts will 
be highly secured by the company. Transcription Live will keep the audio files 
and transcripts sent to them for transcription confidential, and will automatically 
delete them after 30 days. Audiotaped and transcribed interviews will be kept 
in a locked cabinet at Drexel University’s Couple and Family Therapy 
Department in Philadelphia, PA and destroyed after completion of the entire 
project. This consent form will also be held at Drexel University and will be 
kept for 3 years.  
5. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary.  You may refuse 
participation or stop at any time.  Your identity will be protected by not using 
your real name and all information collected about you will be kept in a locked 
file.    
8. RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS/CONSTRAINTS: 
This research is not expected to cause harm or discomfort.  However, you may 
experience some discomfort in discussing past experiences of witnessing IPV and how it 
has affected your life and relationships. In the event this occurs, the following measures 
are in place. An on-site trained therapist will be available to assist you with 
questions/concerns.  Should further immediate assistance be needed, you will be referred 
to the Comprehensive Psychiatric Emergency Program at the Erie County Medical Center 
in Buffalo, NY.  A referral list of therapists and clinics with a sliding fee scale at a cost to 
you will be provided.  Also, you may stop or be asked to stop your participation.  
9. UNFORESEEN RISKS 
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 Participation in the study may involve unforeseen risks. If unforeseen risks occur, they 
will be  reported to the Office of Research Compliance. 
10. BENEFITS: 
There may be no direct benefits to you from participating in this study. However you may 
benefit from having an increased level of awareness regarding your experiences witnessing 
intimate partner violence (IPV) and the impact it had on your self-identity and development.  
Also, you may learn new things about yourself as a result of sharing your story that might 
have a positive influence on you and your relationships.  Further, you may benefit from 
knowing that you have contributed to mental health professionals’ understanding of the 
impact of witnessing IPV on low-income African American youths’ self-identity and 
development which could result in more effective treatment for African American youths. 
11. ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES/TREATMENT: 
 You have the opportunity to discontinue participation in the interview at any time. The
 alternative is not to participate in this study.  
12. REASONS FOR REMOVAL FROM STUDY:  
 You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following reasons: 
a) Change in physical condition, illness, or unforeseen circumstances; 
b) If all or part of the study is discontinued for any reasons by the 
investigators, university, or government agencies; and 
c) If you fail to adhere to requirements for participation established by the 
investigators.   
13. VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: 
Participation in this study is voluntary, and you can refuse to be in the study or stop at 
any time. There will be no negative consequences if you decide not to participate or to 
stop.  
14. RESPONSIBILITY FOR COST: 
 There is no cost to you as a result of participating in this study. All costs related to this 
study will  be incurred by the investigators. 
15. STIPEND/REIMBURSEMENT 
 You will receive a $10.00 Wal-Mart Gift Certificate upon completion of the 90-minute 
semi- structured individual interview and basic demographic questionnaire. Additionally all 
participants who complete the in person follow up interview will receive a second $10.00 
Wal-Mart gift certificate. 
 16. IN CASE OF INJURY: 
If you have any questions or believe you have been injured in any way by being in this 
research study, you should contact Dr. Marlene F. Watson at telephone number (215-762-
6782). However, neither the investigators nor Drexel University will make payment for 
injury, illness, or other loss resulting from your being in this research project. If you are 
injured by this research activity, medical care including hospitalization is available, but 
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may result in costs to you or your insurance company because the University does not 
agree to pay for such costs. If you are injured or have an adverse reaction, you should 
also contact The Office of Regulatory Research at 215-255-7857. 
17. CONFIDENTIALITY AND PRIVACY: 
In any publication or presentation of research results, your identity will be kept 
confidential, but there is a possibility that records which identify you may be inspected 
by authorized individuals such as representatives of the couple and family therapy 
department administration, the institutional review board (IRB), or employees conducting 
peer review activities.  You consent to such inspections and to the copying of excerpts of 
your records, if required by any of these representatives. Audiotaped and transcribed 
interviews will be kept in a locked cabinet at Drexel University’s Couple and Family 
Therapy Department in Philadelphia, PA and destroyed after completion of the entire 
project. Audiotaped and transcribed interviews will be coded with a pseudo-name (not 
your real name) to protect your privacy and to maintain confidentiality.  This consent 
form will also be held at Drexel University and will be kept for three years.  
18.  OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: 
If you wish further information regarding your rights as a research participant or if you 
have problems with a research-related injury, for medical problems please contact the 
Institution’s Office of Research Compliance by telephoning 215-762- 3453. 
19.  CONSENT: 
• I have been informed of the reasons for this study. 
• I have had the study explained to me. 
• I have had all of my questions answered. 
• I have carefully read this consent form, have initialed each page, and have 
received a signed copy. 
• I give consent voluntarily 
 
_____________________________________  ___________________ 
Participant or Legally Authorized Representative  Date 
 
 
_____________________________________  ____________________ 
Investigator or Individual Obtaining this Consent  Date 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Consent 
Name   Title   Day Phone#   24 Hr. Phone # 
Marlene F. Watson Principal Investigator 215-762-6782   610-639-5825 
Candice P. Cooper  Co-Investigator  716-348-9483   716-348-9483 
257 
 
























Appendix H: Telephone Script 
 
Hello, my name is Candice Cooper.  I am a doctoral candidate in Drexel University’s 
Couple and Family Therapy Department working with Dr. Marlene Watson, Couple and 
Family Therapy Associate Professor.  I am following up on my request for your help in 
recruiting African Americans who witnessed male to female intimate partner violence 
(IPV) as low-income youth to participate in my study. I would be happy to discuss the 
study more with you because I would like your help in recruiting participants for my 
study.  Well, this study could potentially help mental health professionals’ understanding 
of the impact of witnessing IPV on low-income African American youths’ self-identity and 
development, which could result in more effective treatment for African American youths 
and their families along with the African American community. Do I have your support for 
this study?  I would like to know if you could place recruitment flyers in your designated 
areas. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  Please feel free to contact me at any time if 
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